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PREFACE 


T he quest for freedom has been a basic characteristic of the 
American people from the very beginning. The Pilgrims 
braved the dangers of a hostile shore in order to worship God 
in their own way. Roger Williams founded the colony of Rhode 
Island to practise the freedom of thought denied him in Massa- 
chusetts. Puritans without number preferred the hardships of the 
wilderness to an oppressive conformity. 

This assertion of conscience has shaped our national development 
ever since: there were always enough bold spirits ready to fight for 
the greater freedom of all. When the British tried to curb the lib- 
erties of the colonists, the happy consequences were revolution and 
independence. The Founding Fathers made the “ self-evident 
truths ” our rallying cry. The Bill of Rights, forced upon a reluctant 
gentry, became the lifeblood of the young nation and the faith 
of its greatest heroes. 

Freedom is not, of course, a simple or static good. In its noblest 
aspects it reflects man’s loftiest aspirations; hypocrites and knaves 
have sometimes flaunted it to their immediate gain; always it is the 
prize for which the subservient many join the powerful few in ever- 
renewed combat. Equally remarkable is its chameleon-like quality. 
Roger Williams called it religious liberty; to Sam Adams it was 
political independence; William Lloyd Garrison believed it synony- 
mous with emancipation of the Negro; Thoreau extolled it as the 
absence of coercion; Eugene V. Debs defined it as economic equal* 
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ity. As the concept and content of freedom evolved through the 
years, the critics and crusaders fought for it over and over: each vic- 
tory appeared glorious and final at the moment of triumph, only to 
disclose other and more complex aspects of the hydra-headed enemy. 

This much is true: every battle for freedom has resulted in an 
expansion of human rights. The recoil from witch-hunting led to 
religious tolerance. Colonial rebellion ended in national independ- 
ence. The triumph of Jacksonian democracy gave men political 
equality, and nearly a century later the agitation of the suffragettes 
extended this privilege to women as well. In 1835 Garrison was 
mobbed for being an Abolitionist; thirty years later the Thirteenth 
Amendment removed slavery from the land. A century ago the labor 
union was denounced as the devil's work, but now it is a common 
and legally sanctioned social instrument. Eighty years ago the agita- 
tion of the National Labor Union for the eight-hour workday was 
decried as outrageous; it is at present an accepted fact and al- 
ready replaced by the demand for the thirty-hour week. 

Each of these gains was achieved only after a long and bitter 
struggle. Men and women fought for them step by step, year after 
year, usually at great personal sacrifice. Driven by zeal of conscience 
and by a strong social idealism, these reformers and crusaders dedi- 
cated their lives to the greater good of all the people. While the 
frontier of the freedom they sought to extend differed with chang- 
ing conditions and their own peculiar character, all were motivated 
by the common desire to improve the status of the exploited and 
underprivileged poor. 

The story of these frontiersmen of freedom cannot be told too 
frequently; actually it is not narrated often enough. In this book 
I have selected for discussion a few of the nonconformists who have 
helped mightily to advance social and economic freedom during the 
past century. The choice was governed by limitations of space and 
the pattern of organization. The first group comprises the three 
outstanding advocates of Abolition. For decades Garrison and 
Phillips were thorns in the flesh of the government, and John Brown 
was hanged as a traitor. The Utopians, who are treated next, were at 
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the same time groping for the key to heaven on earth and estab- 
lishing colonies as experimental laboratories for the new society. 
Of those active after 1830, Margaret Fuller best represents the 
Brook Farm Transcendentalists, Albert Brisbane the Fourier fol- 
lowers, and Edward Bellamy the later literary Utopians. 

The ideal of a society uncoerced by the rule of force has always 
appealed to certain free spirits. Thoreau, living in a fluid society, 
succeeded in both preaching and practising civil disobedience with- 
out having to drink the cup of hemlock; Benjamin R. Tucker, 
individualist anarchist, escaped notice in the hubbub of economic 
strife; Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman, newcomers to a 
country insisting on conformity, preached their doctrine of anar- 
chism at the cost of continuous persecution. The dissenting econo- 
mists who focused their critical eye on our unbridled industrialism 
have an honored place in any study of American social progress, 
and of these Henry George, Brooks Adams and Thorstein Veblen 
have most ably analyzed the weaknesses of our economic society. 

An increasingly rampant and rapacious capitalism could not but 
bring forth the caustic criticism of those who had read the Declara- 
tion of Independence — and believed it. Of the militant liberals 
dealt with here, Governor John P. Altgeld brought obloquy upon 
his memory by acting in consonance with the principles of the Bill 
of Rights; Lincoln Steffens muckraked American politics and never 
stopped seeking the truth; and Randolph Bourne died a social cas- 
ualty because he refused to follow his fellow progressives in a mili- 
taristic debauch. The final section deals with the Marxians who 
advocated a social economy which eschewed profit, exploitation, 
and inequality. Of these Daniel De Leon represented the early mis- 
sionary phase of socialism; Eugene V. Debs helped to bring it to 
its greatest flowering; and John Reed led it towards postwar com- 
munism. 

These individual studies of critics and crusaders who are most 
responsible for the extension of our social and economic freedom, 
together with background sketches of the movements they had led, 
were undertaken in an, attempt to depict and re-evaluate 6ur social 
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progress of the past century without the rigor and formality of im- 
personalized history. I have made no special effort at original re- 
search, but I have sought to familiarize myself with the work and 
writings of each subject of study and to make the discussion true 
to fact as well as to the spirit of American liberalism. The bibliog- 
raphy indicates the material used in the preparation of each chapter. 

C. A. M. 

New York City 
July, 1946 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The following specially qualified persons were kind enough to read 
critically one or more chapters of the book: Charles A. Beard, 
Henry Black, Van Wyck Brooks, Henry Seidel Canby, Saxe Com- 
mins, Mrs. Anna George De Mille, George R. Geiger, Granville 
Hicks, Harry W. Laidlcr, Wesley C. Mitchell, Arnold Petersen, 
Arthur M. Schlesinger, Mrs. Pearl J. Tucker, Henry Garrison Vil- 
lard, and Henry Weinberger. Each of them gave me valuable sug- 
gestions, and I take this occasion to express my deep appreciation. 
I am also grateful to those who have read the printed studies and 
have commented on them constructively. I am particularly in- 
debted to Ralph Bates for his careful reading of the entire manu- 
script and for his numerous helpful suggestions. My wife and 
daughter have also read each chapter with care and have assisted 
me in the proofreading. 

I am grateful to the editors of the following periodicals for pub- 
lishing portions of the manuscript: The American Scholar , The 
Antioch Review, Ethics , Journal of the History of Ideas , The New 
England Quarterly , The South Atlantic Quarterly , Twice a Year, 
The University of Kansas City Review , and The Virginia Quar- 
terly Review. 


[X] 



CONTENTS 


THE ABOLITIONISTS 

The Abolitionist Background 3 

William Lloyd Garrison: Apostolic Crusader 14 

John Brown: A Fanatic in Action 39 

Wendell Phillips : Agitator for the Common Good 60 

THE UTOPIANS 

The Utopian Background 83 

Margaret Fuller: Transcendental Rebel 94 

Albert Brisbane: Social Dreamer 114 

Edward Bellamy : Social Planner 134 

THE ANARCHISTS 

The Anarchist Background 1 57 

Henry David Thoreau: Transcendental Individualist 174 
Benjamin R. Tucker: Individualist Anarchist 194 

Emma Goldman: Anarchist Rebel 2x4 

THE DISSIDENT ECONOMISTS 

The Economic Background 241 

Henry George: Prophet of Human Rights • 257 

w 



CONTENTS 


Brooks Adams: Jeremian Critic of Capitalism 285 

Thorstein Veblen: Iconoclastic Economist 308 

THE MILITANT LIBERALS 

The Liberal Background 343 

John Peter Altgeld: Pioneer Progressive 366 

Lincoln Steffens: Muckraker’s Progress 395 

Randolph Bourne: The History of a Literary Radical 419 

THE SOCIALISTS 

The Socialist Background 445 

Daniel De Leon: Apostle of Socialism 470 

Eugene Victor Debs : Evangelical Socialist 486 

John Reed: Rebel into Revolutionary 507 

A FINAL NOTE 529 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 539 

INDEX 555 


[xii] 



THE ABOLITIONISTS 




THE ABOLITIONIST BACKGROUND 


C ontrary to common assumption the movement for the abo- 
lition of Negro slavery in the United States began in the 
South rather than in the North. The wave of freedom crested 
by the Declaration of Independence, and especially the increasing 
economic disadvantages of cotton-raising prior to Eli Whitney’s 
invention of the gin in 1793, caused many of the leading Southern- 
ers to deprecate the system of slave labor as a moral and economic 
blight upon the young republic. Washington, Jefferson, Madison, 
Henry, to mention only the most eminent Virginians, believed that 
slavery was contrary to the genius of American liberty. “ I can 
clearly foresee,” Washington once said, “ that nothing but the root- 
ing out of slavery can perpetuate the existence of our union by con- 
solidating it in a common bond of principle.” 

This anti-slavery sentiment in the South increased with the years, 
particularly among the poorer whites, and found strong expression 
from the pulpit and in print. By the end of the 1820’s four-fifths 
of the emancipation societies and an even greater proportion of 
their membership were to be found in the plantation states. North 
Carolina alone contained more than ten times as many enrolled 
Abolitionists as all of New England and New York. It should be 
said, however, that at the time these Northern states had no more 
than 300 members — kindly souls who seconded the Southern 
formula for the liberation of slaves by means of gradual emancipa- 
tion and African colonization. 

The establishment of Garrison’s crusading Liberator in 1831 and 
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Nat Turner’s ominous revolt in the same year combined to revolu- 
tionize the character of the anti-slavery movement. Southern Abo- 
litionists, already alarmed by the prospect of potential Negro up- 
risings, were all the more horrified by Garrison’s radical doctrine of 
immediate emancipation. They denounced him as a fanatical med- 
dler and argued that his fantastic demands were making impossible 
the gradual reforms which alone could solve the problem to the 
benefit of both master and slave. They resented especially his harsh 
and uncompromising language and what they believed to be his 
arbitrary simplification of an issue that reached to the deepest roots 
of Southern life. The Rev. Dr. Witherspoon of Charleston, South 
Carolina, writing to Dr. Lyman Beecher in 1832, spoke for most 
of them when he asserted: “ I detest it [slavery] as the political and 
domestic curse of our Southern country and yet I would contend to 
the death against Northern interference with Southern rights.” 

This sectional pride, becoming swollen and sinister with the years, 
soon drove Abolitionism from the South. Of the numerous anti- 
slavery societies none remained in existence by the end of the 1830’s, 
and one could not speak favorably of emancipation without risk- 
ing a coat of tar and feathers — or even death itself. Most Southern- 
ers believed it their proud duty to insist upon the sanctity of slavery 
and to praise Calhoun’s political vindication of slavocracy. Though 
inwardly aware of the moral and economic weaknesses of their 
slave culture, they persuaded themselves that slavery was based 
upon the laws of God and nature and that it alone, even as in an- 
cient Athens, made possible the highest form of civilization. They 
insisted, moreover, that the Negro was unfit for freedom and the 
responsibilities of citizenship, that he was suited only to the menial 
tasks of the plantation. With Professor Thomas Dew of the College 
of William and Mary they argued that “ the exclusive owners of 
property ever have been, ever will be and perhaps ever ought to be 
the virtual rulers of mankind. It is as much in the order of nature 
that men should enslave each other as that other animals should 
prey upon each other.” 
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If the Abolition movement became anathema to Southerners 
after 1831, it was fostered energetically in the North by an increas- 
ing band of reformers. The crusade made a deep appeal to a sin- 
cerely Christian generation which could no longer accept the Cal- 
vinism of their fathers. To work for the liberation of Negroes moved 
them as much as the narrower view of churchly life inspired their 
orthodox brethren. Before long there were anti-slavery societies in 
towns from Maine to Ohio. Spurred by Garrison’s weekly exhorta- 
tions, by Phillips’s impassioned eloquence, and by the inspiring 
example of other leaders, they collected funds, sheltered fugitive 
Negroes, and furthered the agitation for the immediate abolition of 
slavery. 

At no time during the thirty-year campaign did this crusade be- 
come a mass movement. The Abolitionists, however, more than 
compensated for their lack of numbers by their earnestness, their 
strenuous activity, and their overflowing eagerness to do God’s 
great work. Their zeal antagonized not only the Southerners but 
also the rich merchants and conservative churchmen of the North. 
In the press and from the platform and pulpit Garrison and his 
followers were excoriated as madmen and zealots who sought to 
tear up established society by the roots and bring chaos upon the 
land. In a book published in 1857 George Fitzhugh, Southern econ- 
omist, stated the common sentiments of the anti-Abolitionists:: 
“ We warn the North that every one of the leading abolitionists is 
agitating the negro slavery question merely as a means to attain 
their ulterior ends ... a surrender to Socialism and Communism 
— to no private property, no church, no law, to free love, free lands, 
free women and free children.” As a consequence of this vilification 
the Abolitionists had their meetings broken up, their halls wrecked,, 
and their presses thrown into rivers. Many suffered bodily injury and' 
not a few lost their lives. As so often happens, however, this deter- 
mined band thrived on oppression. So certain were they of the evil 
of slavery that opposition only strengthened their zeal to eradicate 
it from the land. 
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The Abolitionists living near the Mason and Dixon Line, having 
learned to hate slavery from their first-hand contact with it, were 
particularly eager to help fugitive blacks. Up to the very outbreak of 
war in 1861 thousands of zealous whites and free Negroes gave 
much of their time and goods to encourage the escape of slaves and 
to shelter them on their way to Canada and freedom. Their clan- 
destine routes along the byways of the North soon became known 
as the Underground Railroad. Its “ station-masters ” and “ conduc- 
tors ” — colored as often as white, since the hapless runaways first 
sought out their own kind — engaged on scheduled relayed runs 
from numerous points on the Southern border to several terminals 
in Canada. They protected and transported their “ passengers ” at 
great personal risk and frequently in the face of almost insuper- 
able obstacles. Their ingenuity and daring kept the slave-hunters 
at bay when most certain of their quarry. Not a few were arrested 
and made to pay the full penalty of the law. But they were no 
sooner at liberty than they returned to their “ underground ” tasks, 
convinced that they were engaged in holy work and were not bound 
by laws made by slaveholders. 

One of the first to succeed conspicuously in the establishment 
of the Underground Railroad was the stout-hearted Quaker, Isaak 
Hopper, who saved many Negroes from being overtaken by their 
pursuing masters. Most eminent among these crusaders was Levi 
Coffin, another energetic Quaker, who came to be known as the 
president of the Railroad and who was himself responsible for the 
safe conduct of more than 3000 fugitives. Some of the “ conduc- 
tors ” were audacious enough to invade the South for their “ pas- 
sengers/' Thus Laura Haviland, the Quakeress from Michigan, 
made a daring trip to a Kentucky plantation in order to help the 
wife of an escaped Negro join her husband. The incredible Harriet 
Tubman, herself a slave until her flight in 1849, became known as 
the Negro Moses because of her nineteen trips to the South, during 
which she transported over 300 slaves to freedom without losing a 
single soul. So successful were these men and women in their oper- 
ation of the Underground Railroad that its branch lines netted the 
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entire North and its “ passengers ” were counted in the tens of 
thousands. The loss of these millions of dollars' worth of “ prop- 
erty 99 became an increasing drain upon the strength of slavocracy 
and caused more vexation among the planters than all the harsh 
talk of the extreme Abolitionists. 

Meantime the Abolitionist movement acquired an indirect but 
increasingly powerful ally in the industrial development which was 
changing the face of the urban North during the second quarter of 
the nineteenth century. Manufacturers of infant industries clam- 
ored for the benefits of higher tariffs, internal improvements, more 
railroads, cheap and abundant labor — only to find themselves 
blocked by a government dominated by southern planters. Eager 
to avail themselves of the bounteous resources ready for their ex- 
ploitation, they resented keenly the restraints of an inimical Wash- 
ington. The wealthier they grew, the more insistently they claimed 
the privileges which they regarded as their due. In the words of 
Charles A. Beard: “ By the middle of the century they were ready 
in numbers, in wealth, and in political acumen to meet in the 
arena of law or war the stanchest spokesmen of the planting aris- 
tocracy ” Unlike the merchants who continued to appease their 
slave-owning clients in order to retain their lucrative trade, the in- 
dustrialists began to work actively for the election of a government 
of their own choosing. Their pragmatic and powerful opposition to 
Southern agrarianism was of great advantage to the Abolitionists in 
the fight against slavery. 

After 1850 the Abolitionist movement became an integral part of 
American history. Industrial expansion and a rapidly increasing pop- 
ulation in the free states were making slavery an economic anomaly; 
that it was against our basic morality made it all the more abhor- 
rent to men and women having a Puritan upbringing. Thus not a 
few mill-owners and bankers, while not scrupling to exploit their 
hired labor to the limit, condemned the evil of slavery and con- 
tributed generously to the treasuries of the several Abolitionist 
societies. 
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Three events in the early 1850’$ helped to dramatize the issue of 
slavery and to accentuate its urgency. The first was the passage by 
Congress of the Fugitive Slave Law, which violated the Bill of 
Rights and placed the full power of the federal government at the 
disposal of the slaveowners in search of escaped slaves. The oppres- 
sive provisions of the law shocked the Northern populace into active 
opposition. Indignant men and women everywhere met to urge the 
repeal of the Act. Law-abiding farmers and tradesmen, who hith- 
erto had shown little interest in the agitation of the Abolitionists, 
denounced the arrogant aggressiveness of the Southerners and of- 
fered their services to the overworked Underground Railroad. In 
Boston, in Philadelphia, in Syracuse — wherever slave-hunters 
pounced upon their prey — the people rioted in their rebellious 
willingness to contravene the hated law. 

Provoked by the cruel consequences of the Fugitive Slave Law, 
Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote Uncle Toms Cabin. The spectacular 
success of the novel not only made the author famous but also pop- 
ularized the sentiments of the Abolitionists the world over. The 
literary merits of the book were grossly exaggerated. Its phenom- 
enal sale would have been impossible without the groundwork of 
the Garrisonians and the general detestation of the Fugitive Slave 
Law; yet the fact remains that time and circumstance combined to 
make it one of the most widely read books of the century. Hard- 
headed men wept as they pored over its pages; farmers and me- 
chanics who seldom looked into a book and who disdained fiction 
on principle concentrated on the sentimental story of Uncle Tom 
and little Eva as if they were reading the Holy Bible. Many of them 
now saw the practice of slavery in a new light: instead of dismissing 
it as none of their affair they began to think of it as an evil to get 
rid of — and the sooner the better. Force of habit, however, made 
it difficult for them to cut across their lifelong predilections. Much 
as they now detested slavery, they were not yet ready to change their 
political allegiance in order to bring about its abolition. In the 1852 
elections, with Uncle Tom's Cabin at the crest of its popularity, 
the Free Soil party actually received fewer votes than in the pre- 
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vious national election. But the anti-slavery spirit of the book left 
a definite impress upoji its millions of readers and made them more 
receptive to the intensified agitation of the Abolitionists. 

The logic of events compelled the Southerners to become more 
aggressive, and in 1854 they pushed through Congress the Kansas- 
Nebraska Bill, which repealed the Missouri Compromise and 
opened Northern territory to slavery. Senator Stephen A. Douglas, 
eager for the Presidency, had hoped with the aid of his magic for- 
mula of “ squatter sovereignty ” to win favor in the South and at 
the same time to extend his hold on the North. But the mischief of 
his plan quickly became obvious. Almost to a man Southern Con- 
gressmen of both political parties were for the Bill, while many 
Northern Democrats voted against it. Abolitionists vehemently de- 
nounced the measure as another attempt to spread slavery across 
the land. Industrialists were equally quick to see it as a threat to 
their legitimate sphere of exploitation. Men who had heretofore 
refused to commit themselves now joined the humanitarians in de- 
crying the law. Nor were they shocked on learning that Garrison 
had burned a copy of the Constitution at a Fourth of July celebra- 
tion. That same month the newly born Republican Party met in 
Michigan to demand the repeal of the pro-slavery laws and the abo- 
lition of slavery in the District of Columbia. For the first time since 
they had begun their crusade Garrison and Phillips became the 
leaders, not of a handful of zealots, but of millions of Northerners 
determined to overthrow the planter oligarchy in Washington. 

In 1854 the territory of Kansas was opened for settlement on the 
basis of “ squatter sovereignty.” The neighboring Missourians, anx- 
ious to insure as well as to extend their slavery domain, at once 
enlisted enough “ Border Ruffians ” to enter the territory and take 
over the reins of government. But the free-soil settlers, who fol- 
lowed as fast as they could in steadily increasing numbers, refused 
to acknowledge the pro-slavery constitution. Both sides engaged in 
guerrilla warfare, and numerous pitched battles and acts of wanton 
brigandage earned the territory the title of “ Bleeding Kansas.” The 
dramatic arrival of old John Brown, following his five stalwart sons 
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in 1855, S ave the advantage to the free-soil settlers. The fiery Abo- 
litionist's effective ruthlessness at Pottawatomie and his brave stand 
at Black Jack and Osawatomie made his name worth “ an army 
with banners." When ague and disease compelled him to leave the 
scene of action at the end of the following summer, the free-soilers 
so definitely outnumbered the pro-slavery faction that they had lit- 
tle difficulty in gaining control of the government. The Southern 
majority in the Senate, however, blocked their efforts to achieve 
statehood, and not till 1862 was Kansas admitted to the Union. 

The planters made their final attempt to insure their dominance 
early in 1857, w hen Chief Justice Taney announced the Supreme 
Court's rejection of Dred Scott's appeal for freedom, on the ground 
that the black man had no rights which the white man was bound 
to respect. Most significant was his pronouncement that “ Congress 
has no power to abolish or prevent slavery in any of the territories." 
Only a few days earlier President Buchanan, apprised of the content 
of the decision, had urged in his inaugural address that the people 
leave the settlement of the slavery question to the Supreme Court. 
With seven of the Justices condemning the Negro to chattel bond- 
age, the Southern leaders acclaimed the wisdom of the Court and 
hoped that the meddling Northerners would come to their senses. 

But the Abolitionists and their sympathizers were outraged by 
this judicial turpitude. They attacked the Court with all the ve- 
hemence of their passionate anger. State legislatures and state 
courts denounced the decision and declared that so far as they were 
concerned the Negro was free the moment he set foot within their 
borders. Senator Seward made the most castigating attack of all, 
charging collusion between the President and the Supreme Court. 
Riots broke out afresh when federal marshals attempted to seize 
fugitive slaves. No wonder the Abolitionists soon came to regard 
the ruling as a godsend in disguise. As Frederick Douglass put it: 
“ This very attempt to blot out forever the hopes of an enslaved 
people may be one necessary link in the chain of events preparatory 
to the complete overthrow of the whole slave system." 

[10] 
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The crisis was reaching the point of explosion* All its legal and 
political victories notwithstanding, the South was perturbed and 
splenetic. The planters and their politicians in Washington knew 
only too well that they were losing ground rapidly in both wealth 
and numbers — that it was only a question of time before they 
would be overwhelmed by the force of industrial power and ma- 
jority votes. They were equally aware of the obsolescent wasteful- 
ness of the plantation system. Yet they refused to acknowledge the 
realities of scientific progress and social change, and stubbornly in- 
sisted on the spread of slavery. The influential Northerners, on their 
part, while very eager for peace and willing to leave the aggravated 
problem of slavery to the states affected by it, were determined to 
keep the territories free. Moreover, the industrialists, enterprising 
and ambitious, demanded their rightful share of national power and 
were ready to spend millions to get it. Prejudice, pride, and politics 
thus combined to deepen the cleavage and wrench the two sections 
apart. And the federal government was blindly widening the breach. 
Each move by Washington in favor of the planters served to bring 
the nation nearer to “ the irrepressible conflict.” Americans every- 
where felt the truth of Lincoln's insistence that “ this government 
cannot endure permanently half slave and half free.” But while 
north of the Mason and Dixon Line only the Abolitionists were urg- 
ing separation, nearly all Southerners, dreading political eclipse, 
were resolved to secede from the Union the moment they lost con- 
trol of the federal government. 

The country was in this state of social ferment when John Brown 
startled the entire world with his spectacular raid on Harpers 
Ferry. Virginia and her sister states, aghast and desperate, inter- 
preted this quixotic attack by a handful of fanatics as the spear- 
head of a Northern conspiracy to lay the South waste. The wounded 
zealot, weak of body but spiritually aflame, was tried within a week 
of his arrest and sentenced to be hanged. The appearance of venge- 
ful haste, and even more the old man's saintly behavior during the 
interval between his capture and his execution, changed the shock 
and revulsion, which the raid had first aroused in most Northerners, 
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into sympathy and adulation. The gnarled body of John Brown, 
hanging from the gallows in the prison yard on December 2, 1859, 
symbolized to his executioners the criminality of conspiring Aboli- 
tionists; but to an angered and agitated North it signified the dra- 
matic martyrdom of a man who had dared to die for the sake of 
wretched slaves. As Garrison rightly judged the event, the hanging 
of John Brown showed that the time was high noon. 

It is not very easy for our generation to imagine the intense ex- 
citement, the passionate rancor, and the deep heartache experienced 
by Americans in the year i860. It was tragically evident to all that 
only a miracle could prevent civil war. Southerners, in Washington 
and at home, were feverishly preparing for it with sanguine fatalism. 
Most Northerners, with the exception of the extreme Abolitionists 
who approved secession, dreaded the prospect of war, and were 
groping desperately for a formula that would keep the Union intact. 
Yet no such solution appeared possible, and events were irresistibly 
driving the country towards the bloody abyss. The Republican 
party, combining the strength of aggressive industrialism and in- 
tensified Abolitionism, convened in Chicago and nominated Abra- 
ham Lincoln for the Presidency. With the Democrats quarreling 
amongst themselves, with the bankers and manufacturers backing 
the lanky lawyer from Illinois with lavish contributions, and with 
a majority of the voters living in the North, the election of Lincoln 
was practically certain. Anfd a Republican victory meant Southern 
secession. When the votes were counted, Wendell Phillips ex- 
claimed: “ For the first time in history, the slave has chosen a 
President of the United States.” Southerners for once agreed with 
him and began to secede. 

The record of the war belongs to the main narrative of American 
history. The outbreak of hostilities was a signal for the Abolitionists 
to insist on immediate emancipation of the slaves. Disregarding 
Lincoln's desperate efforts to keep the border slave states in line and 
discounting the wisdom of diplomatic delay, they argued that only 
by coming out boldly and actively against slavery could the gov- 
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emment work havoc within enemy territory and gain popular sup- 
port at home. But the sad gaunt man in the White House kept his 
own prudent counsel and waited until the victory at Antietam in 
September 1862 before making public his Emancipation Proclama- 
tion. His erstwhile critics shouted hallelujah and praised him for 
his sagacity. Thereafter few doubted the final outcome. 

The defeat of the Confederate army at Appomattox not only 
preserved the Union but also capped the long campaign of the Abo- 
litionists with conspicuous success. At the annual meeting of the 
American Anti-Slavery Society in 1865 Garrison maintained that 
the work of the organization was done, and refused re-election to 
its presidency when he was outvoted. Phillips, his closest friend and 
fellow-worker throughout the long crusade, insisted that the task 
of the Society would remain unfinished until the Negro was given 
not only liberty but full citizenship, and agreed to lead the cam- 
paign for the additional laws. For five years more the agitation con- 
tinued. It ended with the adoption of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 
Amendments and the Society's formal dissolution. 

While the story of the Abolition movement should take into 
account the many thousands of anonymous men and women who 
abhorred slavery and gave freely of their time and money in the 
struggle against it, major emphasis must be given to the few un- 
daunted spirits who expounded its moral purpose and directed the 
campaign to a successful conclusion. Of these leaders, William 
Lloyd Garrison, John Brown, and Wendell Phillips are the most 
eminent. The first was in truth the founder and prime mover of 
Abolitionism, giving it backbone and moral urgency. “ Osawa- 
tomie” Brown came upon the scene with the flash of a meteor 
and fired the conscience of Northerners with the poignant drama 
of his death. Wendell Phillips, golden-voiced aristocrat, gave up a 
life of leisure for the thorny reward of the reformer and together 
with Garrison led the agitation against slavery. The characters of 
these men, as well as their special place in the American annals, are 
discussed in the three following chapters. 
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APOSTOUC CRUSADER 


W illiam Lloyd Garrison, the most forceful reformer in 
our history, is perhaps the least known of great Americans. 
Nor is this strange. The most abused man of his time, 
the taint of this calumny continues to influence public judgment, 
though eighty years have passed since success crowned his lifework. 
Fortunately, he was not one to be affected by the opinion others 
had of him. From the very first he pursued his destined course with 
an inflexible will that made him, like the prophets of old, the 
scourge and conscience of his generation. Once convinced of the 
sin of slavery, he persisted in making it the paramount issue for 
thirty troubled years. And at last he compelled his countrymen 
to grapple with the problem to the bloody end. Then, having sacri- 
ficed the youth of the nation to free the slaves, they quickly forgot 
the man who was chiefly identified with the greatest social reform 
of the century. 

Completely unlike his shiftless, seafaring father whom he 
scarcely remembered, very much the son of his hard-working Bap- 
tist mother, who remained a pious “ dissenter ” to the end of her 
brief life, young Garrison grew up under her guidance with an 
acute sense of justice and with the fanatic’s readiness to fight dog- 
gedly for what he believed was right. The urge to reform the world, 
a dominant characteristic of his generation, agitated his mind while 
he was still a printer’s apprentice. A number of his immature but 
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forthright editorials on political and moral issues soon livened his 
employer's weekly, theuNewburyport Herald . 

In 1825, on his twentieth birthday, he completed his apprentice- 
ship. His dynamic personality had won him a number of friends, 
and they encouraged him to become a journalist. It took little capi- 
tal to begin a periodical in those days, and he had no difficulty in 
borrowing the necessary money. Early in 1826 he began to issue 
the Free Press , a small weekly sheet. At once he began to express 
his convictions freely. His editorials were Whiggish, naive, but in- 
cisive, and in one of them he spoke out for the first time against 
what he regarded as the national evil of slavery. At the end of the 
same year, however, his publishing venture failed for lack of sup 
port and he went to Boston in search of employment. He worked 
for a while at odd jobs, but his ambition to put his thoughts down 
in writing sent him to Vermont to edit the National Philanthro- 
pist, a local temperance periodical. A few months later he became 
the editor of the Journal of the Times , another rural weekly with 
reformist leanings. In a short time he had made it, according to 
Horace Greeley, into 44 about the ablest and most interesting news- 
paper ever issued in Vermont." 

When South Carolina passed a new law prohibiting Negroes 
from going to school, Garrison's indignation was aroused. Intoler- 
ant of half-measures, convinced that iniquity must be given no 
quarter, he wrote against the evil of slavery with fanatic harsh- 
ness. Reflection intensified his crusading spirit. In November 1828 
he stated editorially: 44 We are resolved to agitate the subject to the 
utmost; nothing but death shall prevent us from denouncing a 
crime which has no parallel in human depravity." Two months 
later he reiterated his crusader's avowal : “ Before God and our 
country, we give our pledge that the liberation of the enslaved 
Africans shall always be uppermost in our pursuits." No wonder 
that pious little Lundy, coming upon these trenchant attacks, made 
his way on foot from Baltimore to Vermont in order to shake the 
hand of his spirited new ally and to offer him the co-editorship of 
The Genius of Emancipation . Garrison, twenty-three years old and 
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aching for a platform of national scope, required little urging to 
follow along his destined path. 

The zealous youth reached Baltimore in the summer of 1829. He 
wasted no time in expounding his basic views on Abolition. His 
inaugural editorial in the issue of September 2 was the first na- 
tionally published demand for “ immediate and unconditional 
emancipation.” A month later he went a step further in arguing 
against compensation to slaveowners. 44 It would be paying a thief 
for giving up stolen property, and acknowledging that his crime 
was not a crime. . . . No, let us not talk of buying the slaves — 
justice demands their liberation.” His condemnation of everyone 
connected with slavery soon caused him to be tried for criminal libel 
and, when he could not pay the fine of fifty dollars and costs, to 
be sent to jail. “ I am in prison,” was his tart comment, 44 for de- 
nouncing slavery in a free country.” After seven weeks' confinement 
he was released through the generosity of Arthur Tappan, a wealthy 
New York merchant who was also a warm Abolitionist. Confronted 
with another libel suit, the truculent youth decided to leave the 
hostile Southern city for more hospitable Boston. He was not sorry 
to part with Lundy, since from the very beginning he had been 
averse to the latter's gradualism. Moreover, his mind had begun to 
seethe with plans for an anti-slavery journal that would be fearless 
and outspoken. 

A half-century after the Declaration of Independence first star- 
tled the world, this country experienced a spiritual and intellectual 
resurgence. In his Life of Theodore Parker , Frothingham remarked 
that at this time 44 all institutions and all ideas went to the furnace 
of reason, and were tried by fire. Church and state were put to the 
proof, and the wood, hay, stubble — everything combustible — 
were consumed.” Emerson wrote: “The key to this period ap- 
peared to be that the mind had become aware of itself. Men grew 
reflective and intellectual. There was a new consciousness.” The 
epoch that ushered in the industrial revolution also brought forth 
an eagerness to make heaven on earth. It was in truth an age 
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swarming with reformers of every conceivable variety — from food 
faddists to the most visionary of Utopians. 

What distinguished Garrison from his fellow meliorists was his 
inspired tenacity and prophetic zeal. The printer to whom he had 
been apprenticed well defined his qualities: “ His peculiar char- 
acteristics are an ardent temperament and warm imagination; his 
undeniable merits, pure purpose and unshaken courage.” This burn- 
ing spirit showed itself soon after his return to Boston. In order to 
enlist the local Abolitionists in the support of his projected peri- 
odical, he decided to hold an anti-slavery meeting. He was not 
long in learning that none of the public or religious buildings was 
open to a gathering of this nature. Though he was then a pious 
Baptist, he engaged the only hall at his disposal, the place used by 
the city's society of infidels. His audience on the appointed day was 
pitifully small, and the response was negligible. But so fervent 
and forceful was his address that Samuel }. May, who had come 
with Bronson Alcott and several others to learn of the new ven- 
ture, was immediately impressed with Garrison's magnetic person- 
ality. “ That is a providential man,” he remarked to his companions; 
“ he is a prophet; he will shake our nation to its center, but he 
will shake slavery out of it.” 

Garrison was not in the least discouraged. He proceeded with his 
plans to publish The Liberator. He turned his dingy room into a 
printing shop, and what he did not make with his own hands he 
managed to rent or borrow. On January 1, 1831, without a dollar 
of capital or a single advance subscriber, he brought out the first 
issue, a modest folio of four pages. Though unaware of Thomas 
Paine's earlier use of them, he chose for his motto the memorable 
words: “ Our Country Is the World — Our Countrymen Are Man- 
kind.” In his opening editorial he stated his anti-slavery creed with 
clarity and passion. The final phrases have lost none of their bite: 

I will be as harsh as truth, and as uncompromising as justice. On this 
subject I do not wish to think, or speak, or write, with moderation. . . . 
I am in earnest — I will not equivocate — I will not excuse — I will not 
retract a single inch — AND I WILL BE HEARD. 

[17] 
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The intellectual maturity and inflexible purpose of this manifesto 
are all the more extraordinary when one remembers that it was 
written by a youth of twenty-five, with neither formal schooling nor 
other cultural advantages. Indeed, his Abolitionist doctrine was so 
complete and comprehensive at its first utterance that it remained 
unaltered throughout the long campaign. Twenty years later George 
Thompson, the English reformer, well said of the final passage: “ I 
have met nothing in the language of any other Reformer that ever 
gave me so clear an insight into the soul of the man as these words 
into that of Mr. Garrison ." 

To Garrison's unsympathetic contemporaries, and they included 
all but a handful, the editorial read like the raving of a rank mad- 
man. Both Northern traders and Southern planters — to say noth- 
ing of the conservative clergy — were darkly aware of the dynamic 
combustibility of the slavery problem and wished to bury it in deep 
silence. They had no understanding of the strong missionary drive 
which impelled an apostolic zealot like Garrison to right a moral 
wrong regardless of the consequences, and strongly resented his 
meddling with a matter in which he had not the slightest material 
interest. With the first issue of The Liberator , therefore, this Puri- 
tanic protagonist of Abolition began a fight to the death with the 
vested interests of slavery. 

At first Garrison's stinging editorials were outcries in the wilder- 
ness, unnoticed except by his Southern detractors. Even those on 
whom he had counted most for support, particularly the church 
groups, refused to heed his appeal. As he wrote to a friend, “ I 
found the minds of the people strangely indifferent to the subject 
of slavery." So much so, indeed, that after The Liberator had been 
published a full twelvemonth it had only 500 subscribers; and al- 
though this number had quadrupled by 1834, n0 more than a 
fourth were whites. In view of the periodical's extraordinary influ- 
ence throughout its existence, it is all the more interesting to note 
that the total of 3000 subscribers, reached in 1837, remained the 
average circulation to the end of its life in 1865. 
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The Liberator became anathema to Southerners with the very 
first issue. In 1831 a law was passed in Georgetown, D.C., prohibit- 
ing free Negroes from taking the weekly from the post office, under 
pain of twenty dollars' fine or thirty days' imprisonment; if they 
were unable to pay the fine or the jail costs they were to be sold as 
slaves for four months. Every Southern state quickly excluded the 
periodical, and Georgia put a price of $5000 on Garrison's head. In 
the North “ men of substance and standing " publicly repudiated 
the new weekly and refused to associate their names with the cause 
it advocated. Gerrit Smith, shortly to become a prominent Aboli- 
tionist, wrote in 1835: “ I should think that Mr. Garrison's influ- 
ence on good minds at the North is very slight. Those who like 
ebullitions of wrath and columns of abuse, may like his paper." 

This wrath and abuse could not but antagonize those who prof- 
ited from the established order or who wished to effectuate reforms 
gradually and painlessly. Yet the vehement editor of The Liberator 
persisted in his unsparing indictment of slavery. For he was con- 
vinced that established institutions are not overthrown by polite 
pleading. “ Has not the experience of two centuries," he argued, 
“ shown that gradualism in theory is perpetuity in practice? Is 
there an instance, in the history of the world, where slaves have 
been educated for freedom by their taskmasters? " In his “ Address 
Before Free People of Color," printed in June 1831, and reprinted 
thrice in two months, he declared bluntly: “ I am determined, 
nevertheless, to give slaveholders and their apologists as much un- 
easiness as possible. They shall hear me, and of me, and from me, 
in a tone and with a frequence that shall make them tremble. There 
shall be no neutrals; men shall either like me or dislike me." Nor 
was his use of violent language a mere idiosyncrasy: he was keenly 
aware of the Herculean task before him and deliberately used the 
harshest language he knew in order to shock his readers out of their 
moral lethargy. “ An immense iceberg," he explained at the outset, 
“ larger and more impenetrable than any which floats in the Arctic 
Ocean, is to be dissolved, and a little extra heat is not only pardon- 
able, but absolutely necessary." Several years later, in reply to re- 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE ABOLITIONISTS 


iterated criticism not only from his professed detractors but also 
from his genuine sympathizers, he again insisted on his need of 
forceful language: 

To carp at my composition, and yet confess the justness of my principles, 
as many do, is very much like sneering at the black man on account of 
his complexion, and yet conceding that he has all the marks and at- 
tributes of manhood. Fine and delicate phraseology may please the ear; 
but masculine truths are utterly divorced from effeminate words, and 
cannot be united without begetting a dwarfish progeny. 

This fierce and feverish mode of expression characterized all his 
writing and lecturing to the end of his active life; as the anti- 
slavery crusade gained in strength and momentum, its participants 
accepted his style as part of the man and revered him for his spir- 
ited leadership. Amasa Walker well speaks for most of them: “ We 
do not all feel perfectly pleased with all Mr. Garrison says. Like 
Martin Luther, his language is rough and sometimes violent. But 
Mr. Birney has said, 4 My anti-slavery trumpet would never have 
roused the country — Garrison alone could do it/ ” 

In the early years, however, a number of disgruntled reformers 
refused to accept Garrison's leadership and accused him of weaken- 
ing the anti-slavery movement by his intemperate speech and ex- 
treme arrogance. So ardent an Abolitionist as Lewis Tappan, brother 
of the man who had freed the young editor from his Baltimore in- 
carceration, referred to him as “ the Massachusetts Madman." 
When these opponents failed to dislodge him from his leadership, 
they combined with the anti-Garrison clergy to organize the Ameri- 
can Union Against Slavery — a society “ thoroughly imbued with 
the 4 Hang Garrison spirit/ " For a decade the antagonistic factions 
warred more against each other than against the common enemy. 
Throughout this period, however, Garrison retained his flinty firm- 
ness of purpose. Nor did the loyalty of his followers diminish in 
the slightest; in their admiration of his sterling qualities they were, 
in the words of an unfriendly critic, 44 impervious to criticism and 
superior to argument." Years later Edmund Quincy voiced this 
faith in a letter to an English reformer: 44 It is a horrid trick he has 
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of being right. ... He is more often overruled on points of dif- 
ference, and we have jlmost always had to acknowledge in the 
end, that he was right and we were wrong.” In time the dissenting 
minority returned to the “ old organization ” and did yeoman work 
on behalf of Negro emancipation. 

The hours Garrison did not give to The Liberator he devoted to 
organizing those sympathetic to Negro liberation. With the help 
of a few faithful followers he arranged meetings in private homes 
and rallied groups in outlying towns to form anti-slavery societies. 
As early as 1832 he succeeded in organizing The New England 
Anti-Slavery Society. Addressing the few delegates, he said: “We 
have met this evening in this obscure schoolhouse; our numbers 
are few and our influence limited; but mark my prediction, Faneuil 
Hall shall erelong echo with the principles we have set forth. We 
shall shake the nation with their mighty power.” A year later Aboli- 
tionists from several Northern states met with him in Philadel- 
phia to establish The American Anti-Slavery Society. Its famous 
Declaration of Sentiments, composed by him, spoke out as boldly 
for the Negro slaves as Jefferson had for the colonists in 1776. And 
so persevering were the efforts of this band of reformers that five 
years later the Society boasted 1350 local branches. 

Very early in the campaign Garrison encountered the vehement 
opposition of The American Colonization Society, an association of 
complacent philanthropists who expected to abolish slavery by 
helping freed Negroes to settle in Africa. The apostolic Abolition- 
ist was quick to discern the cruel fallacy of such a policy: by send- 
ing a few Negroes to the African jungle this group was in effect 
lulling the perturbed conscience of the American people and con- 
sequently furthering the perpetuation of slavery. He believed, 
moreover, that Negroes had become Americans by virtue of their 
native birth and training and had as much right to remain in this 
country as their white masters. To discredit the idea of coloniza- 
tion, Garrison wrote in 1832 his Thoughts on African Colonization , 
a pamphlet of 240 pages, in which he made effective use of the lit- 

i»] 



CRITICS * CRUSADERS: THE ABOLITIONISTS 


erature of the Colonization Society to expose its misleading and con- 
tradictoiy principles. His conclusion was that the way to abolish 
slavery was not to ship a few Negroes to Africa but to liberate 
immediately all slaves in the United States. The bulky brochure, 
the most significant tract produced in this country up to that time, 
had an enormous effect upon those interested in the subject. In the 
words of Elizur Wright, Jr., an active Abolitionist: 

Mr. Garrison struck the greatest blow of his life — or any man’s life — 
by publishing in a thick pamphlet, with all the emphasis that a printer 
knows how to give with types, his Thoughts on Colonization. . . . 
Hundreds of thousands of men who might never agree with Mr. Garrison 
in their mode of action in behalf of the slave, were thoroughly aroused 
to act, each in his own way, and they never ceased and never will cease 
to honor and revere the man whose brave words dispelled their day- 
dreams. 

Garrison next sailed to England, where anti-slavery sentiment 
had attained great intensity, to explain the purposes of the Aboli- 
tionists and to discredit the agent of the Colonization Society. The 
British humanitarians, having read his writings, had assumed that 
he was a Negro. Garrison was amused to find that even Buxton, 
Wilberforce’s successor as leader of the anti-slavery advocates, “ had 
somehow or other supposed that no white American could plead for 
those in bondage as I had done, and therefore I must be black.” 
The youthful Abolitionist was received most cordially and quickly 
won the confidence of the prominent liberals. George Thompson, 
an outstanding reformer and orator, became his close friend and 
agreed to visit the United States in order to further the cause of 
Abolition. 

Garrison’s criticism of our pro-slavery government at a London 
meeting was severely criticized by New York newspapers, and on 
his return he was met at the pier by an unruly mob of about 5000. 
In Boston his reception was equally turbulent; handbills urging the 
use of tar and feathers against him were distributed freely. Some- 
what later a stout gallows with two suspended ropes was erected 
one night before his house, with the superscription, “ By Order of 
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Judge Lynch ." When George Thompson arrived, the agitation 
against him became so \golent that it was necessary to smuggle him 
onto a ship going to England to save him from bodily harm. De- 
spite all this. Garrison persisted in his virulent attacks on the pro- 
slavery forces. 44 My friends are full of apprehension and disqui- 
etude/' he wrote at that point, 44 but I cannot know fear. I feel that 
it is impossible for danger to awe me. I tremble at nothing but my 
own delinquencies, as one who is bound to be perfect, even as my 
heavenly Father is perfect." But though his will was unshaken, per- 
secution had had some visible effect upon him. When Harriet 
Martineau interviewed him at about this time, she at once noticed 
his uneasy behavior: “ The one thing I did not like was his exces- 
sive agitation when he came in, and his thanks to me for desiring 
to meet one 4 so odious ’ as himself." 

The defenders of slavery in both sections of the country were 
determined to stop the agitation of the Abolitionists. As a promi- 
nent Bostonian said to Garrison: 44 It is not a matter of principle 
with us; it is a business necessity; we cannot afford to let you suc- 
ceed; we do not mean to allow you to succeed; we mean to put you 
down by fair means if we can, by foul means if we must." A num- 
ber of slaveowners met in New York on July 20, 1835, to declare 
that slavery was 44 a question belonging solely to the states in which 
it is tolerated," and that the rights of property were sacred and 
would be maintained at all costs. A month later Faneuil Hall was 
crowded with the elite of Boston, and such luminaries as Peleg 
Sprague and Harrison Gray Otis denounced the Abolitionists with 
fiery eloquence. Ignoring the violations of the rights of free speech 
and free press in the South, they decried the activity and writings di- 
rected against the slaveholders. Criticizing this meeting in his Diary, 
John Quincy Adams remarked: 44 Slavery and democracy — espe- 
cially democracy founded, as ours is, upon the rights of man — 
would seem to be incompatible with each other. And yet at this 
time the democracy of the country is supported chiefly if not en- 
tirely by slavery." Garrison naturally waxed sarcastic at the*thought 
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of such a gathering within the hallowed walls of this historic hall: 
“ Call it no longer the Cradle of Liberty , but the Refuge of Slavery ” 
But, he continued prophetically, 44 The cause of the bleeding slaves 
shall yet be pleaded in Faneuil Hall , in tones as thrilling, in lan- 
guage as stirring, in eloquence as irresistible, as were ever heard 
within its walls ” 

The climax of this agitation occurred exactly two months after 
the meeting, when these 44 gentlemen of property and standing from 
all over the city ” led a mob against the Abolitionists. Thompson 
was still in this country, and placards appeared in the streets urg- 
ing citizens to 44 snake Thompson out ” and offering a hundred 
dollars to 44 the individual who shall lay violent hands on Thomp- 
son, so that he be brought to the tar-kettle before dark/' In the 
afternoon the mob in broadcloth gathered before the makeshift 
office of The Liberator , disrupted a meeting of the Female Anti- 
Slavery Society, seized Garrison, tied a rope about his waist, and 
began dragging him, hatless and disheveled, toward the City Hall. 
There the irresolute mayor, with the help of his officers, finally suc- 
ceeded in wresting the victim from his captors and placing him in 
jail for safety. Wendell Phillips, then a young man of twenty-five, 
witnessed the disgraceful scene and took an immediate and sym- 
pathetic interest in the victim and his cause. 

This persecution of the enemies of slavery continued to the very 
outbreak of the Civil War. Those who profited from slave labor 
or who feared for the Union were ready to hang them wholesale in 
order to preserve the existing social order. Helped by the venal press 
and the federal government, they incited mobs against the reform- 
ers. Thus in 1837 Elijah P. Lovejoy was killed in Alton, Illinois, 
while defending his printing press from pro-slavery ruffians. A year 
later a mob attacked and burned the newly built Pennsylvania Hall 
in Philadelphia and rioted for several days afterwards. In the same 
year Senator Preston announced, to the applause of his colleagues, 
that 44 if an abolitionist come within the border of South Carolina, 
and we can catch him, we will try him, and, notwithstanding all the 
interference of all the governments on earth, including the Federal 

[m] 



WILLIAM LLOYD GARRISON 


Government , WE WILL HANG HIM.” For many years the Abo- 
litionists could not me§t in New York City without an organized 
disturbance, usually led by the notorious Captain Rynders, a lead- 
ing political ruffian. James Gordon Bennett, the Hearst of his day, 
was largely responsible for these attacks. A typical example of his 
fulminations was the following: " Never, in the time of the French 
Revolution and blasphemous atheism, was there more malevolence 
and unblushing wickedness avowed than by this same Garrison.” 
Even after the flagrant Fugitive Slave Law was rapidly converting 
the cause of Abolition into a mass crusade, many wealthy merchants 
and traders in the North persisted in defending slavery. Josiah 
Quincy had these men in mind when he wrote to Richard H. Dana, 
Jr.: "The Boston of 1851 is not the Boston of 1775. Boston has 
now become a mere shop — a place for buying and selling goods, 
and I suppose, also, of buying and selling men” As late as i860 
meetings of Abolitionists were broken up by hoodlums in the pay 
of these Southern sympathizers. 

Although the Abolition movement was motivated by moral and 
religious sentiments, it was for many years bitterly opposed by a 
large part of the clergy. At the outset Garrison had naturally as- 
sumed that these servants of Jesus would eagerly embrace the cause 
of Negro emancipation. A few ardent souls did heed his call and 
became his devoted lieutenants. But the large majority of divines 
rejected either his uncompromising principles or his leadership 
with unctuous scorn. Moreover, intimidated or cajoled by their 
church trustees, a number preached against the doctrine of imme- 
diate emancipation as if the ideal had emanated from Satan. Even 
those who professed anti-slavery views were antagonized by Garri- 
son's forthrightness. Their hostility was noted by an anti-slavery 
agent who lectured in sixty New England towns during 1841. “ All 
the opposition I have met with in the prosecution of my mission 
has originated with scarcely an exception with clergymen.” 

It is not surprising, therefore, to find Garrison stating that “ the 
moral cowardice, the chilling apathy, the criminal unbelief and 
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cruel skepticism that were revealed [by the clergy] filled me with 
rage." Believing as he did that “ God never made a tyrant , nor d 
slave” he was not long in denouncing the unsympathetic ministers 
as friends of slavery. At an Abolitionist gathering in Massachusetts 
he offered the following resolution: “That the indifference or 
open hostility to anti-slavery principles and measures of most of the 
so-called religious sects, and a great majority of the clergy of the 
country, continues THE MAIN OBSTRUCTION to the progress 
of our cause/' In New York he worded the condemnation even 
more drastically: “ Resolved, That the Church ought not to be re- 
garded and treated as the Church of Christ, but as the foe of free- 
dom, humanity and pure religion, so long as it occupies its present 
position. . . /' As late as 1850, addressing another New York audi- 
ence in the presence of Captain Rynders and his mobsters, he 
again touched upon the defection of the clergy: “ In this country, 
Jesus has become obsolete. A profession in Him is no longer a test. 
Who objects to His course in Judea? The old Pharisees are extinct, 
and may safely be denounced. Jesus is the most respectable person 
in the United States/' 

In impugning the Christianity of the non-Abolitionist ministers, 
Garrison took pains to stress his own deep devotion to the doc- 
trines of its Founder. “ My religious sentiments (excepting as they 
relate to certain outward forms and observances, and respecting 
these I entertain the views of ‘ friends ') are as rigid and uncompro- 
mising as those promulgated by Christ himself." All his life, indeed, 
he trod the narrow and noble path of practical Christianity. J. Mil- 
ler McKim spoke for many when he wrote: 

He is eminently a religious man. This is the secret of his power, both as 
a speaker and in his private relations. He places the cause on a broad 
basis of Christianity, and his appeals are always made to the conscience 
and through the religious sentiment. His discourses are in this respect 
like sermons of the best models; and it is a quite common remark, that 
44 there is something apostolic in his manner/' In one respect he always 
reminds me of the Hebrew writers of the Old Testament: he speaks of 
everything in its relation to God. 
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As a son of his century, however, Garrison insisted on exercising 
his God-given right to bjush away the cobwebs of tradition and on 
making use of his power of reasoning at all times. Although he was 
of a somewhat credulous nature — he inclined his ear to quacks of 
all kinds and believed in spiritualism “ to a limited extent " — he 
gradually relinquished his belief in the supernatural part of the 
Bible and in the divinity of Jesus. When certain ministers de- 
nounced the Abolitionists for advocating their cause on Sundays, 
he claimed that such interpretation of the Sabbath was without the 
authority of either “ Scripture or reason/' and was in truth “ a 
shameful act of imposture and tyranny." Nor was he satisfied with 
mere words. In due course he called conventions to discuss the 
validity of the Sabbath and the sanctity of the Bible. Shortly after- 
wards he explained his position on these matters in a letter to 
Elizabeth Pease, the English Quakeress: 

We are led to perceive not only that there is no scriptural authority for 
the observance of the first day of the week as the Sabbath, but that time 
is sanctified only as we use it aright, without regard to particular days 
or seasons. . . . Your theological views of man's disparity, the atone- 
ment, eternal punishment, the divinity of Christ, the inspiration of the 
Bible, etc. ... are all wrong (in my judgment, I mean, though I was 
brought up to believe them), admit of no satisfactory proof, much less 
of demonstration. 

No wonder that he was called “ the Prince of New England infi- 
delity"! This absurd aspersion on a man who believed so firmly in 
the Christian doctrine of equality that he could not tolerate the 
idea of slavery, merited the following retort from Samuel J. May: 
“ The infidelity of the anti-slavery movement consists in this simple 
thing, that it has outstripped the churches of the land in the prac- 
tical application of Christianity to the wants, wrongs and oppres- 
sions of our age and our own country." 

Even as Garrison did not scruple to criticize the Bible when it 
was used to sanction slavery, so he did not hesitate to contemn the 
Constitution of the United States when the anti-Abolitionists in- 
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terpreted it in their favor. Perfectionist that he was, he came to 
regard it as “ a blood-stained instrument ” because it did not con- 
firm the complete equality of men advanced by the Declaration of 
Independence. In an early issue of The Liberator he made his stand 
clear: 

It was a compact formed at the sacrifice of the bodies and souls of mil- 
lions of our race, for the sake of achieving a political object — an un- 
blushing and monstrous coalition to do evil, that good might come. Such 
a compact was in the nature of things and according to the laws of God, 
null and void from the beginning. No body of men ever had the right 
to guarantee the holding of human beings in bondage. . . . They had 
no lawful power to bind themselves or their posterity for one hour — 
for one moment — by such an unholy alliance. It was not valid then — it 
is not valid now. 

This doctrine he preached frequently and forcefully. 

The question of secession, brought to the fore by South Carolina 
in 1832, was increasingly in the public mind during the following 
decades. Concerning it Garrison took as extreme a position as did 
the “ fire-eating” Southerners. He asserted that “ nothing can pre- 
vent the dissolution of the American Union but the abolition of 
slavery.” If Negro emancipation could not be achieved within the 
Union, he was ready to let it fall apart. “ Why not the Union re- 
solved in form,” he wrote to a friend, “ as it is in fact — ■ especially 
if the form gives ample protection to the slave system, by securing 
for it all the physical force of the North? ” 

The masthead of The Liberator became the index of Garrison’s 
doctrines. In 1842 it was changed to read: “ A repeal of the Union 
between Northern liberty and Southern slavery is essential to the 
abolition of the one and the preservation of the other.” A year 
later this slogan was replaced by the following resolution passed at 
the meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society in Faneuil 
Hall: “ Resolved, That the compact which now exists between the 
North and the South is 4 a covenant with death and an agreement 
with hell 9 — involving both parties in atrocious criminality and 
should be immediately annulled.” In 1845 the masthead was aug- 
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merited by the motto, 44 No Union with Slaveholders! ” This battle- 
cry remained at the head of The Liberator until December 13, 1861, 
when it gave way to the jubilant 44 Proclaim Liberty throughout all 
the land, to all the inhabitants thereof.” 

During the controversy over the annexation of Texas, Garrison 
was in the forefront of the violent opposition and was applauded 
by the incensed Boston whigs. At a protest rally in Concord he 
exclaimed: 44 1 am for revolution, were I utterly alone. I am there 
because I must be there. I must cleave to the right. I cannot choose 
but obey the voice of God. . . The climax of his critical attitude 
towards the federal government occurred on July 4, 1854, when at 
a public celebration in Framingham, Massachusetts, he burned 
copies of the Fugitive Slave Law, some court decisions, and the 
Constitution. The last he condemned 44 as the source and parent 
of all the other atrocities/’ As the flames licked the crumpled papers 
he exclaimed: 44 So perish all compromises with tyranny! And let 
all the people say. Amen.” And all the people did. 

Notwithstanding his bellicose attitude towards the forces of 
slavery, which was gradually but surely fanning the fires of civil 
strife. Garrison remained throughout his life a strict Christian paci- 
fist. The doctrine of nonresistance appealed to him as right and 
logical. When twenty-four years old he was fined four dollars for 
the 44 failure of appearance on May muster.” This presumed injus- 
tice strengthened his prejudice against any recourse to military force. 
After months of thought he arrived at the following decision: 44 1 
now solemnly declare that I will never obey any order to bear arms, 
but rather cheerfully suffer imprisonment and persecution. What 
is the design of military masters? To make men skilful murderers. 
I cannot consent to become a pupil in this sanguinary school.” 

His pacifism, like his Abolitionism, was the logical result of his 
belief in the Sermon on the Mount. He was as ready to offer the 
other cheek as he was willing to give his life for human equality. 
When in the heat of the crusade against slavery his harsh language 
caused him to be accused of fomenting war between the states, he 
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declared his abhorrence of physical force at every opportunity. “ I 
war with no man after the flesh/’ he wrote to Samuel J. May in 
1838. “ I feel the excellence and sublimity of that precept which 
bids me pray for those who despitefully use me; and of that other 
precept which enjoins upon me, when smitten upon the cheek, to 
turn the other also.” That same month, as the moving spirit of the 
Peace Convention in Boston, he embodied the following doctrine 
in its Declaration of Sentiments: “ We cannot acknowledge alle- 
giance to any human government; neither can we oppose any such 
government by resort to physical force.” 

To emphasize his nonintercourse with a pro-slavery government 
he refrained from voting or from participating in any political cam- 
paign. When a number of prominent Abolitionists decided to take 
part in national elections in the hope of swaying candidates to their 
views, Garrison refused to countenance such action and argued 
that they were merely compromising their principles. Nor would 
he take any part in the organization of the Liberty party or lend 
his great prestige to its nominees. It was not until the campaign of 
i860, when it was generally assumed that the election of Abraham 
Lincoln would bring about the end of slavery, that Garrison spoke 
out in favor of the candidates of the Republican party. Four years 
later, with the slaves liberated by executive proclamation, he ad- 
vocated the renomination of President Lincoln and even went to 
Baltimore to attend the convention. From the gallery he witnessed 
the adoption of the resolution approving the abolition of slavery — 
to him “ a full indorsement of all the abolition 4 fanaticism ’ and 
4 incendiarism ’ with which I had stood branded for so many years.” 

Garrison adhered to his policy of nonresistance even when it 
became obvious that the issues which he had vitalized could be set- 
tled only in blood. When the anti-slavery struggle in Kansas be- 
came a focal point for the opposing forces, he refused to condone 
the acts of violence committed by John Brown and others. So far 
as he was concerned, moreover, the Kansan free-soilers were not true 
Abolitionists since they were interested only in excluding slavery 
from their territory and not from the country as a whole. “ They 
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are contending,” he argued, 44 for their own rights as white men , 
not for the rights of all, without distinction of caste or color; they 
have pursued a shuffling and compromising policy throughout.” 
Nor did he approve of John Brown's seizure of Harpers Ferry, al- 
though he sympathized with his underlying purpose. Professing 
his belief in 44 the peaceful abolition of slavery,” he judged Brown 
to be an Old Testament hero, unaffected by the teachings of Jesus. 

With the outbreak of the Civil War, Garrison's pacifism lost its 
unequivocal character. At first he refused to take sides, insisting that 
both factions were equally guilty. To his friend Oliver Johnson he 
wrote: 44 I would have nothing changed, for this is God's judgment- 
day with our guilty nation, which really deserves to be visited with 
civil and servile war, and to be turned inside out and upside down, 
for its unparalleled iniquity.” Gradually, however, as the end of 
slavery appeared certain, his sympathy became obvious: 44 The 
weapons resorted to, on both sides, are the same; yet it is impos- 
sible not to wish success to the innocent, and defeat to the guilty 
party. But, in so doing, we do not compromise either our anti- 
slavery or our peace principles.” Nevertheless, he counseled his fol- 
lowers to serve the government to the best of their ability, and urged 
even nonresisters to help to the limit of their conscience. When his 
favorite son enlisted in the army, he made no attempt to dissuade 
him and sent him away with his paternal blessing. President Lin- 
coln finally won his complete loyalty with the issuance of the 
Emancipation Proclamation. 44 The government is, and must be, if 
true to itself, wholly on the side of liberty. Such a government can 
receive the sanction and support of every Abolitionist , whether in 
a moral or military point of view! 9 

Garrison directed and energized the Abolition movement to the 
very end of the Civil War. He worked dynamically and with com- 
plete concentration. At the twentieth-anniversary celebration of 
The Liberator he spoke truly when he remarked: 44 1 have counted 
nothing too dear to peril in the cause to which my life is devoted. 
For that course I have sacrificed whatever is desirable in gpod repu- 
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tation, or pleasant in human friendships, or alluring in worldly ad- 
vancement.” He was fortunate in having married a woman who 
was in hearty sympathy with all he believed. She was self-effacing 
and untiring in her devotion to his welfare. It was this devotion that 
enabled him to leave all household cares to her, and made of their 
modest home the spiritual center of the Abolition movement and 
a place of cheer for all who entered it. When in the course of his 
crusade Garrison became weary or discontented, he knew he could 
always refresh his spirit in the love and understanding of his wife. 

His unrelenting agitation against slavery, seemingly impotent and 
futile at first, in time affected the conscience of the majority of 
Northerners. As economic and political events drove them nearer 
and nearer to “ the irrepressible conflict,” the more odious slavery 
appeared to them. The enactment of the Fugitive Slave Law and 
its enforcement only made more widespread the feeling that those 
in power were determined to perpetuate chattel property. John A. 
Dix, a former Senator from New York and no radical, wrote to a 
friend at that time: “ Commercial interests rule the day. The prices 
of stocks and of merchandise are considered, by a large portion of 
the business men, as of more importance than the preservation of 
great principles.” At a memorable mass meeting in Boston, Wendell 
Phillips excoriated Webster and the other politicians responsible 
for the passage of the obnoxious law. “ We say that they may make 
their little motions, and pass their little laws, in Washington, but 
faneuil HALL repeals them, in the name of the humanity of Mas- 
sachusetts.” The crystallization of the struggle was greatly hastened 
by an expanding industrialism which demanded higher tariffs and 
a free and cheap labor market. Garrison, though unaware of the 
economic implications of his moral crusade, was quick to take ad- 
vantage of the new ally. In a resolution which he presented at an 
anti-slavery convention in 1853 he wrote: “ Emancipation can be as 
triumphantly defended on the ground of political economy and ma- 
terial prosperity, as it can be on moral and religious principles.” 

All kinds of people were beginning to crowd tire Abolitionist 
meetings — not to jeer but to applaud. In 1854 Garrison spoke to 
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a large gathering in New York in his usual vitriolic vein. Taking 
advantage of the definite antagonism towards the expansion of 
slavery in the Kansas-Nebraska territory, he argued against chattel 
bondage everywhere. 44 If it would be a damning sin for us to admit 
another slave state into the Union/' he asked pointedly, 44 why is it 
not a damning sin to permit a slave state to remain in the Union? ” 
The unexpected enthusiasm of the audience caused him to write to 
his wife: 44 My language was strong, and my accusations of men 
and things, religion and politics, were very cutting; but, strange to 
say, not a single hiss or note of disapprobation was heard from 
beginning to end, but some of my strongest expressions were most 
loudly applauded." 

Public disapproval of slavery came to a boiling point with John 
Brown's martyrdom in Virginia. With the deadlock of the 1850's 
about to end in sanguinary combat, the hanging of the old Aboli- 
tionist was made the battlecry of an aroused people. Garrison could 
not but compare the excited approval of John Brown's raid with the 
early vilification he himself had met. 

The sympathy and admiration now so widely felt for him, prove how 
marvellous has been the change effected in public opinion during thirty 
years of moral agitation — a change so great, indeed, that whereas, ten 
years since, there were thousands who could not endure my slightest 
rebuke of the South, they can now easily swallow John Brown whole, 
and his rifle into the bargain. In firing his gun, he has merely told us 
what time of the day it is. It is high noon, thank God! 

The election of Abraham Lincoln was the signal for Southern 
secession and civil war. Once this conflict reached its sanguinary 
climax. Northerners everywhere reacted as free men to the issue of 
slavery. Abolitionists found themselves in the limelight of popu- 
larity, and Garrison was acclaimed as a national hero. On learning 
the results of the election, Wendell Phillips said, 44 Lincoln is in 
placey Garrison is in power ” 

The editor of The Liberator only intensified his campaign, now 
that his cause was in the hands of a friendly government. He 
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wanted the slaves freed with the least delay, and would not wait 
until Lincoln decided on the propitious time for action. Reaching 
straight to the heart of the matter, sublimely confident in the tri- 
umph of righteousness, he refused to acknowledge the obstacles 
confronting the President. At a Fourth of July celebration in Fram- 
ingham he urged his audience to 44 create a great Northern senti- 
ment which shall irresistibly demand of the Administration, un- 
der the war power, the emancipation of every slave in the land/' 
That fall he sent a memorial to Congress against slavery. At the 
same time he addressed himself editorially to Lincoln and his Cab- 
inet: 44 To refuse to deliver those captive millions who are now 
legally in your power , is tantamount to the crime of their original 
enslavement; and their blood shall a righteous God require of your 
hands. Put the trump of jubilee to your lips! " Week after week his 
editorials exhorted the government to act, and his numerous lec- 
tures repeated the cry for emancipation with insistent zeal. 

In time the demand for the abolition of slavery became as wide- 
spread as that for military victory. Early in 1862 Garrison wrote to 
his wife: 44 Our distinctive movement is nearly swallowed up in the 
great revolution in Northern sentiment which has been going on 
against slavery and slavedom since the bombardment of Sumter/' 
When Lincoln finally made public his Emancipation Proclamation, 
thereby bringing to a successful end the long campaign for Negro 
liberation, Garrison hailed the news as a “great historic event, 
sublime in its magnitude, momentous and beneficent in its far- 
reaching consequences, and eminently just and right alike to the 
oppressor and the oppressed/' 

With victory in the field practically assured, the House of Rep- 
resentatives, on January 31, 1865, voted favorably on the Thirteenth 
Amendment, which abolished slavery forever. Garrison announced 
the glad tidings with “ devout thanksgiving to God, and emotions 
of joy which no language can express." At the Jubilee meeting in 
Boston, where he was wildly applauded, he said; 44 Allow me to 
confess that, in view of it, and of the mighty consequences that 
must result from it to unborn generations, I feel tonight in a thor- 
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oughly methodistical state of mind — disposed at the top of my 
voice and to the utmost strength of my lungs, to shout, 4 Glory! ’ 
* Halleluia! ’ 4 Amen and Amen! ’ ” When the required number of 
states ratified the Amendment ten months later, the venerated 
Abolitionist set Secretary Seward's proclamation into type with his 
own hands. “ Henceforth," he added, “ personal freedom is secured 
for all who dwell on the American soil, irrespective of complexion 
or race. ... It is, consequently, the complete triumph as well as 
utter termination of the Anti-Slavery struggle as such." 

As always, Garrison meant what he said. To him the cause of 
Abolition was won and his campaign was at an end. At the next 
annual meeting of the American Anti-Slavery Society, of which he 
had long been president, he urged its dissolution. When he was 
outvoted, chiefly as a result of opposition on the part of his closest 
friend Wendell Phillips, he refused re-election to office. Nor was 
he dissuaded from discontinuing The Liberator , and the final issue 
appeared on its thirty-fifth anniversary. In his valedictory editorial 
he made his position clear: 

The object for which The Liberator was commenced — the extermina- 
tion of chattel slavery — having been gloriously consummated, it seems 
to me especially appropriate to let its existence cover the historic period 
of the great struggle; leaving what remains to be done to complete the 
work of emancipation to other instrumentalities (of which I hope to 
avail myself), under new auspices, with more abundant means, and 
with millions instead of hundreds for allies. 

Garrison’s lifework was done: the millions of Negro slaves were 
forever free. Now generally proclaimed as the outstanding reformer 
of his time, he found himself the object of special honors and 
esteem. Both he and his friend George Thompson, who was then 
in this country, were invited to address Congress as a mark of high 
respect. They were also the distinguished guests of the government 
at the flag-raising exercises at Fort Sumter on April 1 5, 1865. When 
Garrison was invited to speak on this significant occasion, he .ad- 
dressed his prominent auditors with characteristic frankness: 
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I have not come here with reference to any flag but that of freedom. 
If your Union does not symbolize universal emancipation, it brings no 
Union for me. If your Constitution does not guarantee freedom for 
all, it is not a Constitution I can subscribe to. . . . And now let me 
give the sentiment which has been, and ever will be, the governing 
passion of my soul: “ Liberty for each, for all, for ever.” 

Early in 1866 a national testimonial was written by some of Gar- 
rison's ardent admirers, signed by the leading men of the day, and 
presented to the public with the object of collecting the sum of fifty 
thousand dollars as a gift of the nation. These friends knew that 
their leader and his devoted wife had given no thought to provid- 
ing for their old age. Two years later the couple were presented with 
a bank draft for $31,000. Garrison was particularly pleased to leam 
that the contributions had come from every part of the country 
and from all classes of society. A number of eminent Englishmen 
were equally glad to share in the testimonial, and they likewise 
exerted themselves to honor its recipient when he visited their 
country in 1867. 

On his return from Europe Garrison was urged to write the his- 
tory of the anti-slavery movement. Willing though he was to under- 
take the task, he found himself too intimately connected with the 
subject to treat it objectively. He became instead a regular paid 
contributor to the New York Independent , and wrote some hun- 
dred articles on topics and problems of interest to him. Although 
he continued to write in behalf of the Negro, and although he 
favored such reforms as woman's rights, prohibition, and free trade, 
he was no longer the apostolic crusader. The newer and more com- 
plex issues were outside his moral ken. The fire in his soul which 
had blazed for more than thirty-five years with such intensity as to 
make every utterance bright with passion, having no longer a con- 
genial subject to seize upon, was reduced to a flicker. Unlike his 
comrade Wendell Phillips he preferred to assume that with the abo- 
lition of slavery the country had become relatively free of social ills 
— with the result that long before his death in 1879 he was almost 
forgotten. 
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The Jubilee of Emancipation lifted William Lloyd Garrison to 
the pinnacle of popular esteem. Only Abraham Lincoln, after his 
martyrdom, was more admired by the mass of Americans. Then 
came the harsh period of Reconstruction, with the exploitation of 
the South, and of the country as a whole, by ruthless and greedy 
adventurers. It was during this period that Garrison’s reputation 
suffered an eclipse that has persisted to the present. The generation 
of the Gilded Age was only too eager to forget the struggle against 
slavery. Few of the sons of Abolitionists possessed the moral fervor 
of their fathers. Most of them were subconsciously sick of the Civil 
War and the causes that had brought it about. They interested 
themselves in making money, in exploiting a continent opened to 
them by a lax and lavish government. As a consequence, and espe- 
cially after the South had resumed its legitimate part in the affairs 
of the nation, the man who was most responsible for the liberation 
of millions of Negro slaves came to be remembered, if at all, not 
for his inspired leadership but for his querulous fanaticism. 

The fact remains, nevertheless, that Garrison is among the very 
few great Americans who have succeeded in forcing a recalcitrant 
generation to do their bidding. His towering strength came from 
his moral earnestness — his “ strange power of making himself be- 
lieved.” The magnetism of his personality drew men to him; once 
they came under his influence, his deep ethical fervor drove them 
to fight for the right. According to Oliver Johnson, one of his earliest 
and most ardent disciples, “his unselfish devotion to his work 
touched and opened the hearts of all who witnessed it.” This strik- 
ing ability to retain the allegiance of men appears conspicuously in 
his lifelong friendship with Wendell Phillips. The latter wrote in 
1846: “ I owe you, dear Garrison, more- than you would let me 
express, and, my mother and wife excepted, more than to any other 
one. Since within the sphere of your influence, I trust I have lived 
a better man.” Nineteen years later, when Garrison's refusal to lead 
the campaign to its logical conclusion was criticized by some of his 
erstwhile admirers, Phillips, who was his leading opponent at the 
meeting, quickly rose to his defense. Garrison, he insisted, “ is, in 
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so true and full a sense the creator of the anti-slavery movement , 
that I may well say I have never uttered an anti-slavery word which 
I did not owe to his inspiration; I have never done an anti-slavery 
act of which the primary merit was not his ” 

As a contributor to human welfare Garrison ranks with the great- 
est — having headed the crusade that brought about the liberation 
of four million slaves. It was this positive achievement that caused 
the great novelist Leo Tolstoy, himself an eminent humanitarian 
and pacifist, to pass the following judgment: 

Garrison understood that which the most advanced among the fighters 
against slavery did not understand: that the only irrefutable argument 
against slavery is the denial of the right of any man over the liberty of 
another under any condition whatsoever. . . . Garrison was the first 
to proclaim this principle as a rule for the organization of the life of 
man. In this is his great merit. . . . Therefore Garrison will forever 
remain one of the greatest reformers and promoters of true human 
progress. 
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A FANATIC IN ACTION 


T he phenomenon of John Brown remains, after nearly ninety 
years, as exciting and inexplicable as it was when his lifeless 
body first swayed from the hangman’s noose. The perpe- 
trator of the Pottawatomie massacre and the desperate leader of the 
Harpers Ferry raid, the scourge of the Border Ruffians and the ter- 
rible saint of the Abolitionists, Brown became a legendary figure at 
the very outset of his anti-slavery activity. Men failed to see him as 
he was: they either condemned him as a fiendish criminal or re- 
vered him as “ God’s angry man.” 

One cannot fully appreciate his activity during the last four years 
of his life without a sympathetic understanding of his abomination 
of slavery. Bom in 1800 of a family of pious and hardy pioneers, 
named after his grandfather who had died in the Revolutionary 
War, brought up in the primitive and challenging environment of 
the Ohio frontier, he early acquired a hatred of human bondage 
which in the end inflamed every fiber of his being. His father and 
their neighbors both in Connecticut and in Ohio worked for Negro 
emancipation as part of their Christian duty. Like so many youths 
of his day he grew up with a determination to love Cod and obey 
His commandments, and human equality was an essential part of 
them. He studied the Bible with such zeal that in time his speech 
and writing acquired the flavor of the Old Testament. As a youth 
he became a teetotaler, shunned dancing, and scorned card-playing; 
he did not hunt or fish because these sports tended to develop lazy 
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habits of living; he refused to enlist in the army or carry firearms, 
and did not own a gun until, at twenty-six, he thought it necessary 
for protection against Free-Masons. 

Deep piety increased his compassion for the enslaved Negro. At 
the age of twelve, while delivering cattle to the army during the 
War of 1812, the callous mistreatment of a boy slave he had be- 
friended “ made him a most determined Abolitionist: and led him 
to declare, or swear: eternal war with slavery.” 

His antipathy to what he termed “ the sum of all villainies,” 
while obviously strong, manifested itself only negatively for many 
years. Garrison had not yet appeared with his words of fire. No ave- 
nues for action had yet been charted. Like all the early Abolitionists 
he hoped that education would in time remove the blot of slavery 
from the land. Moreover, having married at the age of twenty and 
having soon to provide for a growing family — he had two wives and 
became the father of twenty children — he found himself too busy 
earning a living to think of much else. Of an optimistic tempera- 
ment and confident of his own shrewdness in business, he involved 
himself in one commercial enterprise after another. He was in turn 
a farmer, a tanner, a land speculator, a breeder of sheep and race 
horses, a postmaster, and finally a wool merchant. Although “ he 
habitually expected to succeed in his undertakings,” he failed in 
every one and was frequently in financial straits. By the time he was 
forty-five he had figured as a defendant in twenty-one lawsuits in 
the Ravenna (Ohio) Court of Common Pleas. Preoccupation with 
partners and creditors explains why, notwithstanding his “ unceas- 
ing and anxious care for the present and everlasting welfare of 
every one in my family,” he was so often away from home and so 
often penniless. 

All these years he continued to nurse his Abolitionist sentiments. 
Although there is no documentary evidence of his thoughts on the 
subject during his twenties, his later statements indicate that he 
must have brooded over the problem throughout this period. Only 
a man who has given deep thought to the question of slavery could 
write as he did to his brother Frederick in 1834: “ I have been trying 
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to devise some means whereby I might do something in a practical 
way for my poor fellowmenVho are in bondage.” In the same letter 
he discussed his wish to adopt a colored boy, even if he had to buy 
him, and bring him up together with his own children. Even more 
appealing to him was the idea of founding a school “ for blacks ” — 
which had been with him “ a favorite theme of reflection for years." 
Shortly afterwards, however, new financial difficulties made it nec- 
essary for him to move from Pennsylvania, where he had made his 
home for some time, back to Ohio. There he at once became en- 
grossed in business, and his melioristic projects went the way of 
many of his other schemes. 

The dramatic murder of Elijah P. Lovejoy, which shocked the 
entire North, brought about a radical change in Brown's attitude 
towards slavery. The attack convinced him that the slaveowners 
would never willingly abolish an institution which was to their ma- 
terial benefit, and that it was necessary to fight force with force. 
Never a loquacious man, he made no effort to ally himself with the 
“ ranting ” Carrisonians. Brooding in solitude, he soon conceived 
the idea of invading “ dark Africa ” and freeing the slaves at the 
point of the gun. Some time in 1839, according to family testimony, 
he explained his purpose to his wife and three elder sons and swore 
them to secrecy. The illegality of his plan never occurred to him: 
How could he do wrong in fighting the battle of the Lord! 

He was shrewd enough to realize that so daring a scheme could 
succeed only if carried out in complete secrecy and with the greatest 
enterprise and precision. For years, therefore, he kept his plans very 
much to himself. Outwardly he remained the active, sanguine wool 
merchant, but the forcible liberation of slaves had definitely be- 
come the task uppermost in his mind. On frequent trips east, osten- 
sibly on business, he made the acquaintance of prominent Aboli- 
tionists and discussed with them the- best means of effecting their 
common purpose. He also befriended numerous Negroes and tried 
to discover how many would accept his leadership in the effort to 
free their enslaved brethren. When he met Frederick Douglass t and 
found him worthy of his confidence, he outlined to him his great 
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plan: to enlist a small but determined band of Abolitionists, raid a 
number of plantations, probably beginning with those in Virginia, 
free their slaves and bring them to safety in the near-by mountains, 
and continue these guerrilla attacks until chattel slavery should be 
at an end. He admitted that this method of emancipation involved 
the shedding of blood, but insisted that the slaves could not be 
freed otherwise. The Negro leader was deeply affected by the white 
man's fanatic belligerency and assured him of his eager support. 

The acceleration of the anti-slavery campaign in the late forties 
increased John Brown’s eagerness to carry out his private plan. In 
1848 he obtained from Gerrit Smith a parcel of land in the bleak 
Adirondacks on the promise of settling his family next to the Negro 
settlement established by the wealthy Abolitionist. With his usual 
insensibility to the discomfort of his wife and children he moved 
them to North Elba shortly before he himself left for Europe on a 
business venture. The trip proved a financial fiasco, but it gave him 
an opportunity to study battlefields at first hand. 

About this time he issued Sambo’s Mistakes, a brief pamphlet 
written in the form of an old black’s reminiscences, in which he ad- 
vised Negroes to be thrifty, practical, and virtuous in order that 
they might establish themselves as free men. When the Fugitive 
Slave Law was passed, he rallied the escaped Negroes to resist cap- 
ture with their very lives. To his wife he wrote: “ It now seems that 
the Fugitive Slave Law was to be the means of making more Aboli- 
tionists than all the lectures we have had for years. It really looks as 
if God had his hand in this wickedness also. I of course keep encour- 
aging my colored friends to ‘ trust in God and keep their powder 
dry.’ ” To this end he organized the League of Gileadites and wrote 
for it his Words of Advice, in which he exhorted the members to 
keep in mind that “ in Union there is strength,” and to “ make 
clean work” of anyone attempting to capture a fugitive slave. 
“ Stand by one another, and by your friends, while a drop of blood 
remains; and be hanged, if you must, but tell no tales out of school ” 
— counsel which he himself was later to follow so courageously. 
Nothing much came of this agitation. Some forty-odd Negroes 
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joined the lone branch of the Gileadites in Springfield, Massachu- 
setts, where Brown was th^h in business; but no member ever fol- 
lowed the tenets of his leader or risked his life on account of an 
escaped fellow Negro. 

John Brown was too much of a fanatic to be discouraged by fail- 
ure. Once an idea entered his mind he could not rid himself of it 
except by putting it into action. Beset by lawsuits and the worries 
of an insolvent business, and balked in his anti-slavery efforts, he 
tenaciously pursued his study of ways and means to accomplish 
“ his greatest or principal object.” His hair was graying rapidly and 
the toll of a hard life showed on his lined face, so that people began 
to think of him as aged. Yet his soul was more than ever actively 
dedicated to his lifework. He pored over the books of great military 
leaders; he studied detailed maps of the border terrain; he read the 
current periodicals, and his heart gladdened to note the rising tide 
of anti-slavery sentiment. By the time he finally unraveled the legal 
tangle which had kept him worried and wary in a business that no 
longer interested him, and was thus free to devote himself wholly 
to his great plan, he had completed his spiritual metamorphosis. 
The call from Kansas found him ready for his new role as guerrilla 
chieftain. 

When the Kansas-Nebraska Bill was enacted, Senator Charles 
Sumner remarked: “ [It] annuls all past compromises with slavery 
and makes all future compromises impossible. Thus it puts freedom 
and slavery face to face and bids them grapple/' The contest began 
the moment the territory was opened to settlers. From Maine to 
Texas all kinds of men — hoodlums and adventurers, farmers and 
fanatics — hurried to test the validity of “ squatter sovereignty/' 
With many of them it was a desperate business, and they were ready 
to give their lives for their principles. Because the bordering state of 
Missouri had 50,000 slaves, its planters stopped at nothing to save 
themselves from the dreaded consequences of a free Kansas. Ac- 
cording to Senator David R. Achison, their leader and chief of the 
Border Ruffians, “ a horde of our Western savages with avowed 

[43] 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE ABOLITIONISTS 


purposes of destruction would be less formidable neighbors than 
the Abolitionists.” General B. F. Stringfellow, another “ fire-eater,” 
thus addressed a troop of hirelings about to depart for Kansas: “ I 
tell you to mark every scoundrel among you who is the least tainted 
with abolitionism and exterminate him. Neither give nor take any 
quarter, as the Cause demands it.” 

The Abolitionists were equally active in their efforts to gain con- 
trol of the territory. The Emigrant Aid Society, organized in New 
England, did all in its power to encourage free-state men to hurry 
to Kansas. The Missourians, however, being nearer and less scrupu- 
lous, were the first to dominate the territorial government by the 
simple device of stuffing the ballot boxes. Moreover, since the most 
direct way to Kansas led through Missouri, they made it difficult 
for the Northerners to reach their destination and sought to intimi- 
date those who did settle on the land. Within a few months, how- 
ever, the free-soilers had arrived in sufficient numbers to challenge 
the authority of the pro-slavery officials. They called several conven- 
tions of their own, voted for a free-state constitution, and refused 
to recognize the acts passed by the existing legislature. The two 
governments fought desperately for control of the territory, and 
both resorted to intimidation, pillage, and bloodshed. 

John Brown's elder sons were among the first to join the excit- 
ing crusade. When, in the fall of 1854, they informed their father 
of their decision to settle in Kansas, he replied: “ If you or any of 
my family are disposed to go to Kansas or Nebraska, with a view to 
help defeat Satan and his legions in that direction, I have not a 
word to say; but I feel committed to operate in another part of the 
field. If I were not so committed, I would be on my way this fall.” 
The following spring five of his sons reached Kansas, eager to culti- 
vate their parcels of land and ready to do their share to keep the ter- 
ritory free. They came as men of peace, bringing with them fruit 
trees, grapevines, and farm implements, and having among them 
only one revolver and two small squirrel rifles. A band of Ruffians 
accosted them shortly after their arrival and wanted to know to 
which side the newcomers belonged. It did not take the Browns 
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long to ascertain the state of affairs, and they were 44 thoroughly 
determined to fight ” to ktep slavery out of Kansas. The eldest of 
the brothers immediately requested his father to send them Mini6 
guns and intimated that the free-soilers were badly in need of a 
leader to direct them in the fight against the pro-slavery forces. 

At this news the fiery Abolitionist was ready to meet his destiny. 
Not yet prepared for his major action, he thought that a venture 
into Kansas would not only help keep the territory free but also test 
his skill as a guerrilla fighter. In his fifty-fifth year, gray and gaunt, 
he felt the fire in his soul flare with intense brightness. On taking 
leave of his wife he said: 

For twenty years I have never made any business arrangement which 
would prevent me at any time answering the call of the Lord. I have 
kept my affairs in such condition that in two weeks I could wind them 
up and be ready to obey that call permitting nothing to stand in the way 
of duty — neither wife, children, nor worldly goods. That hour is now 
near at hand, and all who are willing to act should be ready. 

He made no effort, however, to reach his sons directly, but tarried to 
preach his doctrine and to collect money and ammunition in various 
towns along his route. He did not reach Osawatomie till early in 
October. 

John Brown had come to Kansas to wage war against the slavo- 
crats, and was making no secret of it. With Hebraic fierceness he 
was ready to put the enemy to the sword. “ I am here,” he declared, 
44 to promote the killing of American slavery ” He was quick to 
discover, however, that few free-soilers were of his mind. Most of 
them were as determined to keep Negroes out of the territory as 
to keep it free. During his first visit to Lawrence, the seat of the 
free-staters, he was greatly chagrined by the timid treaty of peace 
arranged by the town leaders with the Border Ruffians. He mounted 
the platform immediately after them and urged the gathering to 
repudiate their spokesmen and to drive the pro-slavery forces out 
of Kansas. 44 Pm an Abolitionist, dyed in the wool/' he announced, 
and offered to lead them in the attack. But none volunteered, and 
he left for Osawatomie in an angry but unyielding mood. 
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Meantime the proponents of slavery were busy strengthening 
their initial advantage. Early in 1856 Senator Achison exhorted 
them to make short work of the free-staters: “ Get ready, arm your- 
self; for if they abolitionize Kansas you lose $150,000,000 of your 
property. I am satisfied I can justify every act of yours before God 
and a jury.” A fortnight later the Squatter Sovereign , one of the 
local periodicals engaged in the controversy, had this to say regard- 
ing the Northerners who were arguing for a government of their 
own choosing: “ In our opinion the only effectual way to correct 
the evils that now exist is to hang up to the nearest tree the very 
last traitor who was instrumental in getting up, or participating in, 
the celebrated Topeka Convention.” The wounding of Sheriff 
Jones by free-staters two months later caused the same weekly to 
write: “We are now in favor of leveling Lawrence and chastising 
the Traitors there congregated, should it result in total destruction 
of the Union.” And after another week: “ In a fight let our motto 
be, ‘ War to the knife, and knife to the hilt, asking no quarters from 
them and granting none/ Jones' Murder Must be Revenged !! ” 
Jones was not dead; but that spring several free-soilers were killed 
and scores were robbed and beaten as a consequence of this agita- 
tion. 

Old Brown was familiar not only with these inflammatory 
speeches and editorials but also with the outrages and misdeeds 
perpetrated by the Ruffians. Rumor brought the news of each at- 
tack, of every insult and threat, on the wings of fervent hate. The 
Kansas atmosphere was charged with the electricity of internecine 
conflict, ready to discharge with the first disturbance. The reports, 
exaggerated in the telling, greatly perturbed the impetuous Aboli- 
tionist. He ached to repay the Ruffians in their own coin, “ to strike 
terror into the hearts of the pro-slavery people.” As Oswald Garri- 
son Villard has pointed out: “ Brown was prepared to meet violence 
with violence, to do to the Border Ruffians what they were doing to 
Free-Soilers. To accomplish this, he was ready to take from the pro- 
slavery men their chattels, living and immovable, and even their 
lives.” It was his hope that by doing this work of the Lord he would 
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not only help make Kansas a free state but also precipitate the 
conflict which was to give slavery its deathblow.” 

His opportunity came late in May when the volunteer troop led 
by his eldest son was called to defend Lawrence against imminent 
attack. Learning on the way that the free-state town had already 
been sacked, the company decided to return home. But not old 
John Brown. He told Weiner, one of the men, that 44 now some- 
thing must be done. We have got to defend our families and our 
neighbors as best we can. Something is going to be done now . We 
must show by actual work that there are two sides to this thing and 
that they cannot go on with impunity.” When someone urged 
caution, he exclaimed impatiently: 44 Caution, caution, sir. I am 
eternally tired of hearing that word caution. It is nothing but the 
word of cowardice.” Thereupon he set out with four of his sons 
and three others — 44 a little company by ourselves ” — to perform 
his duty as he saw it. Holding back in hiding till after Saturday in 
order to do the Lord's work on the Lord's Day, he led his band in 
the dead of night to the small pro-slavery settlement on the Potta- 
watomie, wakened the men named on a list he had previously ob- 
tained, and had five of them killed in cold blood. He had no pre- 
vious traffic with these victims. Nor were they to his knowledge 
guilty of any overt act against their free-soil neighbors. It was enough 
for the vengeful fanatic that they had favored slavery and therefore 
had committed murder in their hearts. To him they were merely a 
means of putting the fear of God into the slavocrats — of fighting 
the Ruffians with their own ruthlessness; the mutilated bodies in 
the Pottawatomie were his way of giving notice to the advocates of 
slavery that Old Brown had declared war upon them and would 
stop at nothing to drive them out of Kansas. 

The news shocked and horrified everyone. Free-staters were 
quick to condemn the crime and to disclaim any foreknowledge of 
it. Posses of enraged Ruffians scoured the vicinity in vain for the 
murderers and wreaked vengeance upon their cowering opponents. 
Among the numerous victims were John Brown, Jr., and his brother 
Jason, the two sons who had not taken part in the massacre; when 
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they protested their innocence, the Rev. Martin White, bellicose 
pro-slavery preacher who was later to kill their brother Frederick 
without provocation, told them that “ we hold every man a scoun- 
drel till he is proven honest.” 

But the Ruffians failed to find the “ little company.” Indeed, 
Old Brown soon proved himself their master not only in ruthless- 
ness but in daring as well. In addition, he had the advantage of his 
intensive study of guerrilla tactics. Immediately after leaving Pot- 
tawatomie he hid with his companions in a thick wood near by. 
Never admitting his part in the massacre, he prepared for war as if 
he were a general in a holy crusade. He bore hardship as a matter 
of course, and imbued the youths under him with the glory of fight- 
ing for the right. To James Redpath, the New York Tribune cor- 
respondent, who sought him out in his hideout, *he said: “Give 
me men of good principles; God-fearing men; men who respect 
themselves, and with a dozen of them I will oppose any hundred 
such men as these Bufford ruffians.” His chance to prove this boast 
came a few days later. At Black Jack he succeeded, with a much 
smaller force, in defeating and capturing Captain H. C. Pate and 
his troop. This victory, gained by courage and cunning, so aston- 
ished everyone in Kansas that he found it possible to come out in 
the open and assume his unchallenged role as the anti-slavery cham- 
pion. For the free-soilers now perceived the pragmatic effect of 
Pottawatomie and were prepared to overlook its moral implications. 
As Governor Robinson, their foremost leader, subsequently ex- 
plained: “ He was the only man who comprehended the situation, 
and saw the absolute necessity of some such blow and had the 
nerve to strike it.” 

Old Brown now regarded himself at war with the pro-slavery 
forces and did not scruple to raid their settlements for supplies and 
horses — asserting that he was merely taking back what had origi- 
nally belonged to the free-soilers. Since the Ruffians were equally 
adept at robbery, both sides terrorized the more peaceful settlers 
during this period. The climax of this open warfare came at the end 
of August with the battle at Osawatomie. It began with the shoot- 
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ing of huge Frederick Brown as he went out at dawn to feed the 
horses. The shot was a sigffal for attack, and General Reid and his 
Ruffians opened fire on the free-soilers in the immediate vicinity. 
John Brown, then some distance away, was notified of the murder 
of his son and he at once hurried to engage the enemy. He com- 
manded only about forty men in all, most of them without experi- 
ence in fighting. One of the youths, having never before been un- 
der fire, wanted to know what he should do. “ Take more care to 
end your life well than to live long,” was his leader’s quick re- 
joinder. Brown’s men fought spiritedly, but had to retire before 
a force six times as large. Yet the rare courage displayed that day 
by the old warrior had forever joined his name with Osawatomie. 

Brown’s fanatical fierceness and ruthless audacity made him an 
ogre in the eyes of the Ruffians and a “ terrible saint ” to the free- 
soilers. Anti-slavery raids were credited to him even when he had 
not the slightest connection with them. So widespread had his fame 
become and so feared was he by the enemy that his admirers 
boasted at the time that “ Old John Brown’s name is equal to an 
army with banners.” 

The hero of Osawatomie, however, was a very sick man during 
the late summer months. Prolonged privation and intensive exertion 
had sapped his strength and finally brought him down with dysen- 
tery and ague. Unable to remain in the saddle further, knowing that 
his efforts had strengthened the free-staters, and certain that the 
coming of winter would interrupt the fighting. Brown decided in 
October to leave Kansas for quieter quarters, in order to rest and 
recover. 

John Brown’s interest in Kansas must have begun to wane as 
soon as he believed it safe from Southern domination. His “ great- 
est or principal object ” was, after all, not so much to make the 
territory free as to eradicate slavery from the land. “ I have only a 
short time to live,” he had stated after Osawatomie, “ and only 
one death to die, and I will die fighting for this cause. There will 
be no peace in this land until slavery is done for. I will give them 
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something else to do than to extend slavery. I will carry the war to 
Africa/' 

After about a week in Tabor, Iowa, lie felt strong enough to 
proceed to Chicago. Ostensibly his trip eastward was being made 
for the purpose of collecting funds and arms for the struggle in 
Kansas. Actually he was exploiting the fighting in that territory 
and his part in it as a means of furthering his undisclosed plan. 
His begging of money from town to town, his hoarding of ammu- 
nition, his efforts to enlist and train “ volunteer regulars " under a 
formal drillmaster — everything he was to do from this time to 
the futile raid on Harpers Ferry, pertained to his preparation for 
the “ African invasion." 

The dilatoriness, the distrustfulness, and the downright niggard- 
liness of the affluent Abolitionists in the East nearly broke Old 
Brown's heart during the extended period between Osawatomie 
and Harpers Ferry. He reached New England in December, 1856, 
and at once began a round of visits to men of wealth and influence. 
Wherever he could obtain a hearing he addressed public meetings. 
Although he made a favorable impression on almost everyone he 
met, and such men as Emerson and Thoreau were pleased to 
speak favorably of his courage and volcanic energy, the net result 
in money and guns was scant indeed. 

One reason for this failure was his secretiveness. When he was 
asked in 1857 whether the funds he was then collecting would be 
used to invade slave territory, Brown's reply was characteristically 
evasive: “ I do not expose my plans. No one knows them but my- 
self, except perhaps one. I will not be interrogated; if you wish to 
give me anything I want you to give it freely. I have no other pur- 
pose but to serve the cause of liberty." Even to so sympathetic a 
friend as Theodore Parker, whom he had asked to help finance the 
training of his little band of volunteers in Iowa, he would say no 
more than that he needed the money “ for secret service, and no 
question asked." That most Abolitionists were also pacifists and did 
not wish to encourage Brown in the shedding of blood was an- 
other reason for failure. Most important, perhaps, was the general 
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assumption that the free-soilers in Kansas were no longer in need 
of self-protection, since thfcy were by that time a strong majority 
and progressing rapidly towards their rightful control of the gov- 
ernment machinery of the territory. The meagre response galled the 
irascible fighter, who was still suffering from chronic ague and fever 
as a consequence of the Kansas campaign. He felt that since he was 
prepared to give his life in fighting the battle of the Lord, others 
should provide him at least with the necessary means. 

In November 1857, Brown was back in Kansas for a fortnight, 
“ keeping very quiet, and looking about to see how the land lies.” 
When he satisfied himself that the prevailing truce would continue 
through the coming winter, he did little more than try to procure 
volunteers for his “ African invasion.” Late next June, however, 
after another disappointing sojourn in the East, he again returned 
to Kansas, this time under the name of Shubcl Morgan, and re- 
mained as an active participant in the renewed fighting until the 
end of the year. Soon after his arrival he witnessed the conclusive 
defeat of the slavery forces at the polls. But Hamilton's brutal mas- 
sacre of a number of free-staters renewed the guerrilla warfare, and 
Brown-Morgan, despite his recurring malarial fever, was at hand 
wherever trouble was brewing. That his belligerence was moti- 
vated only by his hatred of slavery is attested by his refusal to kill 
the murderer of his son Frederick when he had him in his power. 
“ I do not harbor the feelings of revenge,” he told his followers. 
“ I act from a principle . My aim and object is to restore human 
rights.” 

The chance to test his long-nurtured plan of “ African invasion ” 
came late in December, when a Negro appeared in his camp to 
plead that he and other slaves on a near-by Missouri plantation be 
saved from removal to the deep South. The impulsive Abolitionist 
acted with characteristic promptness. As George Gill, one of his 
followers, explained: “ I am sure that Brown, in his mind, was just 
waiting for something to turn up; or in his way of thinking, was 
expecting or hoping that 4 God would provide him a basis of action/ 
When this came he hailed it as heaven-sent.” Again choosing the 
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Sabbath, he and several of his men raided the plantation as well as 
a neighboring one, took eleven slaves and all the valuables they 
could cart away, and returned safely to their hiding place in Kansas. 
Unfortunately, his lieutenant Stevens, who had ventured forth with 
a few volunteers on a similar mission, killed the owner in freeing 
a Negress. There was a hysterical outcry against the crime, and 
Border Ruffians and federal soldiers set out to capture the raiders. 
Rewards for the apprehension of the gang were immediately of- 
fered by both the President of the United States and the Governor 
of Missouri. But at no time was Brown in danger of seizure or be- 
trayal: he was more than a match for his pro-slavery enemies and 
too popular among the free-soilers to fear treachery. It took him 
three months to bring the eleven slaves to safety in Canada, since 
he could not resist the temptation to appeal for funds on the way; 
but he accomplished this feat without a mishap, despite the reward 
of $3,250 posted within view of his auditors at a number of public 
meetings. 

After hearing John Brown speak in Boston, Bronson Alcott re- 
marked: " He did not conceal his hatred of slavery, and less his 
readiness to strike a blow for freedom at the fitting moment. I 
thought him equal to anything he should dare: the man to do the 
deed necessary to be done with the patriotic zeal, the martyr’s 
temper and purpose.” More and more Brown’s fanaticism began to 
overflow the confines of reality. He had come to think of himself 
as the new Moses whom God had chosen as “ the deliverer of 
slaves.” In February 1858, shortly after he had divulged his plan 
of invasion to B. F. Sanborn and Gerrit Smith, he wrote to the for- 
mer that “ the whole world during the present and future genera- 
tions may reap ” from the successful execution of his scheme. “ I 
have only had,” he continued, “ this one opportunity in a life of 
nearly sixty years, and could I be continued ten times as long again, 
I might not again have an equal opportunity.” This febrile fervor 
was evident in his behavior during his final sojourn in Kansas. Wil- 
liam Hutchinson, the New York Times correspondent who had vis- 
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ited him a few days after the Missouri raid, wrote later: “ I am sure 
he talked on that till the Small hours, and his all absorbing theme 
was ‘ my work,’ * my great duty,’ ‘ my mission,’ etc., meaning of 
course, the liberation of the slaves. He seemed to have no other 
object in life, no other hope or ambition. The utmost sincerity per- 
vaded his every thought and word.” 

When the old warrior learned of the effectiveness of his Mis- 
souri raid — the slaveowners in that vicinity had had to go to the 
expense of keeping a strong guard over their Negroes — he ached to 
make a similar attack on a much larger scale and in a different re- 
gion. So bent was he on this “ African invasion ” that, when his 
brother Jeremiah, whom he visited in Ohio on his way east, urged 
him to return to his work and his family interests, he insisted he 
could not since “ he knew he was in the line of his duty and he 
must pursue it though it should destroy him and his family.” In 
his final desperate efforts to collect funds for his momentous mis- 
sion he appeared to many people to be insane. 

Like most Abolitionists, Brown thought of slavery in terms of 
abstract morality. Because human bondage was to him “ the sum 
of all villainies,” he was certain that all slaves yearned to be de- 
livered and would eagerly do his bidding the moment he called on 
them to rebel. When Colonel William A. Phillips tried to point out 
that Negroes were actually a meek and intimidated lot. Brown 
assured him to the contrary: “ You have not studied them right, 
and you have not studied them long enough. Human nature is 
the same everywhere.” His failure to organize free Negroes into 
Gileadite groups had not weakened this belief. Nor was he in the 
slightest disillusioned by the pitifully small attendance at the con- 
vention in Chatham, Canada, which he had called for the pur- 
pose of obtaining Negro support for his campaign. Of the many 
thousands of blacks then living in the British Dominion only 
thirty-four appeared at the meetings. With his customary force- 
fulness he proceeded to explain his plan of organization, to read 
the constitution that he himself had written, and to appoint the 
staff that was to cany the war to Africa. He was totally unaware of 
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the fantastic and pathetic aspects of the enterprise. Nor did it oc- 
cur to him that the possible refusal of the slaves to stampede to 
his standard would mean failure and death to himself and his 
volunteers. In his final secret interview with Frederick Douglass he 
urged the Negro leader to take part in the raid in order to give 
courage to the freed slaves. “ When I strike/' he explained, “ the 
bees will begin to swarm, and I shall want you to help me hive 
them/' But the shrewd and realistic former slave, after vainly plead- 
ing with Brown to forsake his mad scheme, deliberately refused to 
place his head in the hangman's noose. 

Having overcome his friend Sanborn's objections that the inva- 
sion was “ desperate in its character, wholly inadequate in its pro- 
vision of means, and of most uncertain result," John Brown was 
ready for his final firm action. So strong was his conviction that 
“ something startling was needed " to bring the issue of slavery to 
a head, that he could no longer wait until he had enough men and 
means. On June 30, 1859, he arrived in Hagerstown, Maryland, 
with two of his sons and the faithful Jeremiah Anderson to spy 
out the land. Under the name of I. Smith he rented the Kennedy 
farm, situated about five miles from Harpers Ferry, and began to 
study the terrain and to prepare the attack. Throughout the sum- 
mer he worked anxiously, brooding over the timidity of his wealthy 
supporters and the failure of his lieutenants to recruit the required 
number of volunteers. Desperate yet sanguine, he proceeded to 
carry out his self-imposed task to the best of his ability. With 
Andrew Jackson be believed that “ one man with courage is a 
majority." 

His plan was to capture Harpers Ferry by sudden attack, open 
its richly stocked arsenal to the slaves — who were certain to flock 
to him on learning the glad tidings — close the mountain passes 
and drive ever southward with his swelling forces of white and 
black volunteers until the country was rid of slavery. With twenty- 
one men in all — sixteen white and five black — he started out on 
the night of October 16, once more on the eve of the Sabbath, in 
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the direction of Harpers Ferry. By daybreak he was in complete 
control of the town and the federal arsenal. He had also taken a 
number of prominent hostages. When asked by what authority he 
was taking possession of public property, he answered: “By the 
authority of God Almighty/’ Although he knew he was commit- 
ting treason and was with his little band challenging the military 
might of an inimical federal government, he had made no pro- 
vision for retreat. Trusting in God’s might, he neglected to cover 
a river that separated him from the safety of the hills, allowed a 
train to pass through and sound the alarm, and scattered his scant 
forces. Once the mad venture became known, it was crushed with 
tragic ruthlessness. Brown and his troop fought bravely to the last 
moment, defying the proud Virginia Guard and a detachment of 
the United States army commanded by Colonel Robert E. Lee; but 
after two days of desperate resistance ten of his men, including his 
two sons, lay dead or dying, Brown himself and four others were 
under arrest, and the remainder were in flight. 

News of the event exploded on the pages of the nation’s press. 
Southerners, fearful of the portent, clamored for the immediate 
hanging of the culprits. As after Pottawatomie, the first reaction 
in the North was one of recoil and condemnation; only a few ex- 
treme Abolitionists approved treason as a means of achieving Negro 
emancipation. Yet within a few days most Northerners became 
warmly sympathetic towards the ill and aged fanatic. 

Virginia’s almost spiteful haste to dispatch its notorious prisoner 
from this world gave impetus to the radical shift in Northern opin- 
ion. Regardless of his wounds and objections, Brown was tried a 
week after his arrest, and quickly condemned to die within a month. 
Even more influential was the old man’s brave deportment. His 
simple yet moving eloquence in court and his remarkably effective 
letters convinced even his enemies of his patriarchal probity. His 
utter fearlessness and complete unselfishness likewise added greatly 
to his stature in the public imagination. Bronson Alcott spoke the 
minds of many when he said: “ This deed of his, so surprising, so 
mixed, so confounding to most persons, will give an impulse to free- 

[55] 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE ABOLITIONISTS 

dom and humanity, whatever becomes of its victim and of the 
States that howl over it.” 

Wendell Phillips and other men of prominence began to agi- 
tate for John Brown’s liberation; Northern newspapers lionized him 
in their columns; table-talk everywhere dwelt upon his self-abnega- 
tion and his impending martyrdom. The court proceedings were 
described in minute detail in periodicals of every sort. Indeed, up 
to that time no American trial had aroused such controversy and 
bitter feeling. By the time it was over and the expected sentence 
was pronounced — a matter of several days — the entire North 
and many in Europe hailed the doomed old fanatic as the mar- 
tyred hero who, almost single-handed, had tried to destroy the 
monster of slavery. 

" I am ready for my fate,” John Brown told the court at the 
outset. “ I do not ask for a trial. I beg for no mockery of a trial — 
no insult — nothing but that which conscience gives, or cowardice 
would drive you to practice.” Several days later he wrote to his 
family: “ Under all these terrible calamities; I feel quite cheerful in 
the assurance that God reigns; and will overrule all for his glory; 
and the best possible good. I feel no consciousness of guilt in the 
matter: nor even mortification on account of my imprisonment; 
and irons. . . .” Before sentence was pronounced he addressed the 
court with a homely eloquence that moved deeply the hearts of 
his Northern sympathizers and lovers of liberty and justice the 
world over: 

Had I so interfered in behalf of the rich, the powerful, the intelligent, 
the so-called great ... it would have been all right. Every man in this 
Court would have deemed it an act worthy of reward rather than punish- 
ment. ... I believe that to have interfered as I have done, in behalf of 
His despised poor, I did no wrong, but right. Now, if it is deemed nec- 
essary that I should forfeit my life for the furtherance of the ends of 
justice, and mingle blood further with the blood of my children and 
with the blood of millions in this slave country whose rights are 
disregarded by wicked, cruel and unjust enactments, I say, let it be 
done. . . . 
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Sentenced to be hanged on December 2, Brown felt no regret or 
self-pity. He tended to iderttify his plight with that of Jesus, saying: 
“ Jesus of Nazareth was doomed in like manner. Why should I not 
be? ” Eager for a martyrdom that would strike hard against slavery, 
he refused his counsel permission to take advantage of the streak 
of insanity in his family which might have saved him from the gal- 
lows. He likewise frowned on all efforts to help him escape. 
Throughout the trial he concentrated not on saving his life but on 
fighting the “ enemy.” On one such occasion he remarked: “ I 
think I cannot now better serve the cause I love so much than to 
die for it; and in my death I may do more than in my life.” What 
buoyed his spirit most was the satisfaction that his life’s work was 
done. “ As I believe most firmly that God reigns, I cannot believe 
that anything I have done, suffered, or may yet suffer, will be lost 
to the cause of God or of humanity. And before I began my work 
at Harper’s Ferry I felt assured that in the worst event it would 
surely pay.” Throughout his last weeks he remained sanguine and 
benign, greatly pleased with the admiration and praise of his 
Northern followers. To one of them he said: “ I have enjoyed re- 
markable cheerfulness and composure of mind ever since my con- 
finement, and it is a great comfort to feel assured that I am 
permitted to die for a cause, not merely to pay the debt of nature 
— as all must.” 

To the very last day of his life, in letter after letter and in numer- 
ous interviews — his keepers permitted him this much freedom — 
he was preoccupied with the struggle against slavery. That the con- 
flict had indeed become inescapable he now saw clearly, and he 
exhorted his family and friends to engage in it with all their might 
and not to rest until the abomination was eradicated from the 
land. In the last letter to his family he bequeathed them this leg- 
acy: “ John Brown writes to his children to abhor, with undying 
hatred also, the sum of all villainies — slavery.” Finally, in a note 
handed to his keeper on the way to the scaffold, he prophesied: “ I 
John Brown am now quite certain that the crimes of this guilty 
land: will never be purged away; but with Blood. I had as ‘I now 
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think: vainly flattered myself that without very much bloodshed; it 
might be done/’ 

John Brown's remarkable equanimity in the face of death, and 
even more his complete devotion to the Abolition cause, greatly 
endeared him to the people in the North and made him a symbol 
of inspiration long before his body began to molder in the grave. 
“ The innate nobility of the man," wrote Mr. Villard, “ his essen- 
tial unselfishness and his readiness for the supreme sacrifice, all 
heightened the impending tragedy, and brought to many the con- 
viction that, misguided as he was, here was another martyr whose 
blood was to be the seed, not of his. church, but of his creed." 
Shortly before his death and long after, the leading reformers at 
every opportunity extolled his services to the cause of Abolition. 
George L. Stearns, wealthy Boston businessman and liberal, be- 
lieved him to be the 44 representative man of this century, as Wash- 
ington was of the last." Emerson referred to him as “ that new 
saint who will make the gallows glorious like the cross." Wendell 
Phillips, in his moving funeral oration, asserted that the man whose 
body they were about to bury had killed slavery in this country as 
surely as Warren's death at Bunker Hill had severed our ties with 
England. In fact, the soul of John Brown was at once on the march 
— quickening the outbreak of the Civil War and sending young 
men to an eager death to complete the work to which he had given 
his life. 

John Brown's immortality was attained by this chain of cir- 
cumstances: the nation had become economically ripe for the 
change to our present industrial society; the people were deeply 
stirred by the agitation of the Abolitionists; it was not generally 
known that Brown had instigated and supervised the Pottawatomie 
massacre; the self-sacrificing zeal that inspired the raid on Harpers 
Ferry tended to minimize his guilt in the subsequent bloodshed; 
Governor Wise's undue haste to deal him Virginia's justice could 
not but react in the victim's favor; most of all, his final saintly be- 
havior helped to cover his previous reprehensible acts with the 
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martyr’s mantle. An unfavorable shift of events might easily have 
deprived him of historicab'significance. If, for instance, the Aboli- 
tionist leaders had known in 1856 of what had taken place at 
Pottawatomie — only many years later was Brown’s part in the 
murders fully confirmed — it is more than likely that they would 
have recoiled from any contact with him and thus condemned him 
to the obscurity to which time has relegated the other Kansas out- 
laws. 

But speculation is now pointless. Even his detractors concede 
that John Brown, by the power of his fanatical faith and auda- 
cious action, succeeded in dramatizing the conflict between indus- 
trialized North and slavocratic South and in precipitating the war 
which was to doom the system of society based on chattel labor. 
This achievement, untarnished by the bloodshed of which he was 
certainly guilty, has forever illumined his name in the annals of 
American history. 



WENDELL PHILLIPS 

AGITATOR FOR THE COMMON GOOD 


U nlike either Garrison or Brown, Wendell Phillips, bom 
in 1811, grew up in an atmosphere of cultural sufficiency. He 
belonged to one of Boston’s most distinguished families, 
being the seventh in direct line of descent from the Rev. George 
Phillips who had come to Salem in 1630 to practise the Puritan 
way of life. As the attractive and gifted son of the city's first mayor, 
he had as his early companions the sons of leading families. Thomas 
G. Appleton, J. Lothrop Motley, and Charles Sumner were among 
his closest boyhood friends. On completing his preparatory studies 
in the famous Boston Latin School, he entered Harvard at the age 
of sixteen, where he made his mark as a brilliant student, the leader 
of his aristocratic set, and an outstanding athlete. He was also the 
first orator of his class, and proceeded with the study of law as a 
matter of course. With the eminent Judge Story as his mentor, he 
easily learned the fine points in the writings of Coke and Black- 
stone and displayed an intellectual vigor that promised a successful 
career. In 1834 he was admitted to the bar of Massachusetts with 
the cordial blessings of his teachers and elders. 

“ At this time,” writes his biographer Carlos Martyn, “ there was 
nothing of the radical about him — hardly a flavor of democracy. 
He seemed to be the predestined leader of American conservatism, 
the inevitable champion of class distinctions and elegant leisure.” 
The truth is not quite so obliging. Young Phillips was a genuine 
aristocrat, but he was also an authentic son of the American Revo- 
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lution. Puritan in thought and in his way of life, a conscious be- 
liever in the inalienability*of human rights, inherently generous 
and forthright, he took it for granted that the law of the land was 
based upon the principles of the Declaration of Independence. In 
his sheltered existence at home and in school, however, he had met 
with nothing to jolt his equanimity. Until his twenty-fifth year he 
had found it easy to assume that he was living in the best of all 
possible worlds. 

On the warm afternoon of October 24, 1835, while sitting before 
an open window of his office, the young lawyer's attention was at- 
tracted by angry street noises. On going out he discovered that a 
disorderly and abusive mob was dragging a disheveled man by a 
rope fastened around his waist. A bystander told him the victim 
was William Lloyd Garrison, “ the damned Abolitionist." Phil- 
lips saw that the attackers were men he had known all his life — 
some of them members of his own regiment. The shocking injustice 
outraged his sense of right; the thought that it was being enacted 
by men of civic prominence — men he had highly respected — 
struck at the very foundations of his social morality. Deeply 
thoughtful, he returned to his office. He simply could not square 
the doctrines of the Constitution, which he had sworn to uphold, 
with the sight of “ gentlemen of property and standing ” trying to 
lynch a man for exercising his legal prerogatives. 

The experience shattered young Phillips's proud faith in the es- 
sential democracy of his social set. The image of the victimized 
Abolitionist remained before his mind's eye, and the more he 
thought of him the more he admired Garrison's courage and con- 
victions. That a man should be ready to die for a cause made both 
very attractive to his idealistic nature. It was not easy for him, 
however, to shed forthwith the habits and prejudices that he had 
acquired in childhood. It was only after he had come under the 
beguiling influence of Ann Terry Greene, an active member of 
the Female Anti-Slavery Society and one of the women driven 
from the hall at the time Garrison had been seized by the itiob, 
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that he began to break with his conservative past. His friendship, 
indeed, quickly became love and the enamored couple married 
on October 12, 1837. Years later he remarked in this connection: 
“ My wife made an out-and-out Abolitionist out of me, and she 
always preceded me in the adoption of the various causes I have 
advocated/' 

In the 1830's Bostonians were in the main uninterested in the 
slavery question. The number of Abolitionists was still small, while 
most of the leaders of public opinion were conservative and ready 
to disregard issues of a disturbing nature. But in 1837 the murder 
of Elijah P. Lovejoy in Illinois was too shocking to be ignored. 
Several men of eminence, led by Dr. William Ellery Channing, 
publicly wished to protest against this egregious violation of a free 
press and organized a meeting in Faneuil Hall. The attendance 
was large, and the majority appeared to favor Dr. Channing s de- 
nunciatory resolutions. One of the invited speakers, however, was 
James T. Austin, the conservative attorney-general of Massachu- 
setts, and his harangue succeeded in turning a large part of the 
audience against the victim of the pro-slavery mob, who in the 
words of his detractor had “ died as the fool dieth." The tirade was 
no sooner over than the hall began to ring with the uproar of con- 
tending factions. Just then young Wendell Phillips, who had come 
to the meeting with his wife, leaped upon the rostrum, overcame 
the interference of Austin's followers, and refuted the attorney-gen- 
eral's arguments in a strong, clear voice and with a logic at once 
simple and persuasive. It was this speech that established him as 
Boston's greatest orator. Oliver Johnson, who was in the hall, re- 
marked later: “ Never before, I venture to say, did the walls of the 
old ‘ Cradle of Liberty 9 echo to a finer strain of eloquence." When 
the deafening applause had finally died down, and Dr. Channing's 
motions had been adopted by acclamation, Phillips found himself 
both a hero and a social outlaw. His great speech had lost him the 
friends of his boyhood, the favor of his powerful elders; but it had 
won him what he began to prize much more — a clear conscience 
and leadership in the Abolition movement. 
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Wendell Phillips's ethical fervor, dormant throughout a happy 
yet uneventful youth but now galvanized into action by the enemies 
of Abolition, represented the Puritan conscience at its finest flow- 
ering. As a true Christian he felt impelled to practise the precepts 
of the Sermon on the Mount; as a genuine democrat he believed 
that the Declaration of Independence was and should be the guid- 
ing star of our republic. There were, of course, many like him dur- 
ing the first half of the nineteenth century: men and women who 
were close enough to the Nazarene and the Founding Fathers to 
insist that a human being has an inalienable right to life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness. But Phillips towered over them by 
virtue of his extraordinary spiritual zeal and his great eloquence. 
The kindliest of men in his daily conduct, he was always rigorously 
uncompromising in his denunciation of wrongdoers, not sparing 
even his closest friends when it became a choice between them and 
his convictions. 

Thinking over the problem of slavery after the mobbing of Gar- 
rison, Young Phillips discovered to his consternation that, in the 
words of John Quincy Adams, “ a knot of slaveholders give the 
law and prescribe the policy of the country." He refused to accept 
a condition that furthered such iniquity, and determined to fight 
it with all his strength. Encouraged by Garrison’s righteousness and 
his wife’s love, he ignored ostracism and the estrangement of his 
family — all of them, except his mother, broke with him. Fortu- 
nately provided with a modest income, he gave up the practice of 
law in order not to be bound by his oath to a Constitution that 
permitted the existence of chattel slavery. 

After a pleasant and instructive sojourn in Europe during 
the years 1839-41, in the vain hope of relieving his wife’s increas- 
ing invalidism, he returned to this country eager to further the 
anti-slavery movement. He read assiduously to equip his alert mind 
with the facts of history and the essentials of the human thought of 
past ages. Thus he developed the effective flow of wit and argu- 
ment which were to make his lectures so pungent and persuasive. 

Wendell Phillips spoke unwittingly for himself when he said: 
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44 The reformer is careless of numbers, disregards popularity, and 
deals only with ideas, conscience, and common sense/' For he was 
a strong believer in the supreme power of ideas, in the great advan- 
tages of education, and in the essential goodness of mankind. 44 The 
people always mean right/' he insisted, 44 and in the end they will 
do right." Taking ready advantage of the popularity of the lyceum, 
he made the public platform the center for the freest discussion of 
the questions of the day. With Faneuil Hall as his headquarters, 
and with every lecture room in the North packed on his arrival, he 
was able to broadcast his denunciations and exhortations to his 
eager Northern audiences. More than any other man of his gen- 
eration, he fought for social reforms and exercised his golden voice 
and irrefutable logic in behalf of the common good. 

Wendell Phillips stood shoulder to shoulder with Garrison in 
his opposition to the forces that fought immediate emancipation. 
None escaped his scathing castigations. Thus, although he re- 
mained to the end an orthodox Christian and would not accept 
the prevailing liberal creed of Unitarianism, he fiercely attacked 
the clergy for condoning slavery. Nor was he intimidated by the 
veneration with which his fellow Americans had come to regard 
the Constitution. He believed firmly that whatever favored the 
slave system was noxious and argued that 44 the Constitution and 
government of the country is worth nothing, except as it is or can 
be made capable of grappling with the great question of slavery." 
To him the Bible was infinitely more sacred than the Constitution, 
and the final authority on the issue of human bondage. Speaking 
in 1842 in behalf of Latimer, an escaped slave to whom Judge Shaw 
had refused to grant a trial by jury, he said: 44 We presume to be- 
lieve that the Bible outweighs the statute-book. When I look on 
those crowded thousands and see them trample on their consciences 
and on the rights of their fellowmen, at the bidding of a piece of 
parchment, I say, my curse be on the Constitution of these United 
States! " A decade later, when the government had ceased to pro- 
tect Negroes even in the North and was helping to harry fugitive 
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slaves out of their hiding places, the outraged orator defied it pub- 
licly and proclaimed hi^ non-allegiance: “ I am not to be bullied 
by institutions. I am not to be frightened by parchments. Forms 
and theories are nothing to me. Majorities are nothing/' Only hu- 
man freedom mattered, and for that right he was ready to fight to 
his last breath. 

This extraordinary courage and firmness of purpose Phillips dis- 
played most effectively immediately after John Brown's raid on 
Harpers Ferry. A wave of panicky condemnation beat against the 
captured and wounded fanatic. Even the prominent Abolitionists 
who had backed him with a full knowledge of his quixotic plans 
either disowned him or went into hiding. Phillips, however, along 
with Thorcau, at once perceived the full significance of Brown's 
action. Although he had known nothing of it beforehand, and 
would not have approved of it if he had, he insisted that the pris- 
oner receive full and impartial justice. On the Sunday following 
the raid he stood before an unsympathetic audience in Beecher's 
church in Brooklyn and spoke out boldly for Brown's right to vio- 
late the laws that kept men enslaved. His eloquent defense, fea- 
tured in Northern newspapers the next morning, helped materi- 
ally to turn the tide of public opinion in favor of the man whom 
Virginia was determined to hang. And at John Brown's open grave 
in bleak North Elba, Phillips uttered the prophecy that was to be 
realized even sooner than he himself knew: 

History will date Virginia’s Emancipation from Harper's Ferry. True, 
the slave is still there. So, when the tempest uproots a pine on your hills, 
it looks green for months, — a year or two. Still it is timber, not a tree. 
John Brown has loosened the roots of the slave system; it only breathes, 
— it does not live, — hereafter. 

Confronted from the beginning with a condition which kept the 
United States half slave and half free and its government in the 
hands of pro-slavery men, Phillips did not hesitate to take his stand. 
When the charge was made that the Abolition movement was dis- 
rupting the Union, he declared: 
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If lawful and peaceful efforts for the abolition of slavery in our land 
will dissolve it, let the Union go. Love it as wc may, and cherish it as wc 
do, equally with the loudest of our opposers, we say, Perish the Union 
when its cement must be the blood of the slave! — when the rights of 
one must be secured at the expense of the other! 

With the intensification of the sectional struggle Phillips regarded 
the separation of the states as inevitable; so far as he could see, that 
was the only way of avoiding the terrible bloodshed of civil war. 
“ As to disunion,” he declared confidently, “ it must and will come. 
Calhoun wants it at one end of the Union, Garrison wants it at the 
other. It is written in the counsels of God.” 

The shift in opinion brought about by time and changing eco- 
nomic forces made the preservation of the Union a closed issue to 
the millions of Northerners who disapproved of slave labor and yet 
were determined to curb it without disrupting that Union. When 
Lincoln's election in i860 precipitated the secession of the South- 
ern states, civil war was the obvious consequence. Phillips disre- 
garded his previous opposition to the Union and immediately 
devoted his great eloquence to the support of the government, per- 
ceiving that victory would bring about the abolition of slavery. In 
explanation of his change of mind he said: 

I did hate the Union, when union meant lies in the pulpit and mobs 
in the streets, when union meant making white men hypocrites and 
black men slaves. . . . But now — when I see what the Union must 
mean in order to last, when I see that you cannot have union without 
meaning justice, and when I see twenty million people, with a current 
as swift and as inevitable as Niagara, determined that the Union shall 
mean justice, why should I object to it? 

During the first period of the war, when the need to keep the 
border states in line made it necessary for the government to play 
down the slavery issue, Phillips became “ a whip and a spur.” He 
urged the principle of Abolition upon everyone in a position of 
power, and insisted that only an ideal of such nobility and magni- 
tude would imbue the army with the spirit of victory: 
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No man can fight Stonewall Jackson, an honest fanatic on the side of slav- 
ery, but John Brown, an equally honest fanatic on the side of freedom. 
They are the only chemical equals, and will neutralize each other. You 
cannot neutralize nitric acid with cologne water. William H. Seward is 
no match for Jefferson Davis. You must have what they have — positive 
convictions. Otherwise the elements of the struggle arc unequal. 

When President Lincoln finally decided to make public his Eman- 
cipation Proclamation, heralding the end of Negro slavery in the 
United States, the great Agitator rejoiced in the certainty of victory. 
He did not, however, slacken his zeal or his vigilance in behalf of 
the Negroes. In the following year he aided in the formation of 
two colored regiments in Massachusetts. Later he fought the read- 
mission of those conquered Southern states which did not give the 
blacks complete equality. “ No emancipation can be effectual/' he 
maintained, “ and no freedom real, unless the Negro has the ballot 
and the states are prohibited from enacting laws making any dis- 
tinctions among their citizens on account of race or color." 

When Garrison insisted in 1865 that the American Anti-Slavery 
Society had achieved its purpose and should disband, Wendell 
Phillips replaced him as president of the organization. During the 
next five years, in the words of Carlos Martyn, he “ watched every 
move of the slippery gamesters at Washington with unflagging 
vigilance, criticising, suggesting, analyzing, insisting; and by direct- 
ing universal attention to the game, made them play fair and 
square." These were the years of the bitter Reconstruction Period, 
when intrigue and chicanery were exploited to the utmost in a des- 
perate effort to deprive the liberated Negroes of the substance of 
freedom. Phillips now had to do Garrison's work in addition to his 
own, and his writings in The Standard ably supported his public 
speeches and personal appeals to the leaders in Congress. Senator 
Henry Wilson, who was in the best possible position to judge the 
effectiveness of the Agitator's great work, wrote to Senator Charles 
Sumner: “ More than to any other, more than to all others, the col- 
ored people owe it that they were not cheated out of theij citizen- 
ship after emancipation, to Wendell Phillips/’ 
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When on March 30, 1870, President Grant proclaimed the adop- 
tion of the Fifteenth Amendment, which crowned the fight of the 
Abolitionists for the personal freedom and political equality of 
the Negro in the United States, Phillips was ready to disband the 
American Anti-Slavery Society and did so at its annual meeting in 
New York City. The economic aspect of the freed slaves interested 
him no more than the political aspect had interested Garrison. 

As leaders in the Abolition movement, Phillips and Garrison 
complemented each other very advantageously. Garrison was the 
organizer, the vitriolic editor; Phillips was the galvanic orator, the 
inspired advocate. For three decades the two were inseparable in 
their devotion to the cause of Negro emancipation. Although Phil- 
lips continued to the end to regard Garrison as his leader, he was 
generally thought of as the more influential of the two during the 
final phase of the Abolitionist struggle. His impassioned speeches 
against the Fugitive Slave Law echoed sympathetically in the 
hearts of his fellow Northerners. His defiance of those in authority 
was stated with the fire and firmness of the powerful tribune. 

The final triumph of the anti-slavery movement was brought 
about not by one man alone, nor by a single group, but by a ripen- 
ing of social conditions which were making the radical change in- 
evitable. The fact remains, however, that a few fanatic reformers, 
aided by economic mutations which were making the slave planta- 
tion an obsolete institution, had in time succeeded in forcing their 
indomitable will upon an entire nation. Phillips expressed this fact 
very aptly, and with a modesty that becomes him, shortly after vic- 
tory was assured: 

The reason why the Abolitionists brought the nation down to fighting 
their battle is that they were really in earnest, knew what they wanted, 
and were determined to have it. The leading statesmen and orators of 
the day said they would never urge Abolition; but a determined man in a 
printing office said that they should, and they did it. 

After the enactment of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865, 
Garrison, Edmund Quincy, and scores of other prominent Aboli- 
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tionists relaxed their labors and enjoyed the fruit of a well-earned 
triumph. Slavery was abolished, the millions of Negroes were free, 
and the battle-scarred Union was now truly “ the land of the free 
and the home of the brave/' One by one these weary warriors re- 
turned to the life they had forsaken thirty and more years previ- 
ously, and all received the homage due to honored elders. Sooner or 
later one after another found himself relegated to a respectable 
obscurity. 

Not so Wendell Phillips, however. Instead of reaping the re- 
wards of victory, he decided “ to put out into the underbrush/' 
From the beginning he had not limited his efforts to a single re- 
form. While the fight against slavery had engrossed his attention 
till the end, he had worked concurrently in behalf of prohibition 
and women's rights and against capital punishment. The woes of 
the Irish and the factory workers had likewise enlisted his active 
sympathy. Indeed all suffering, all inequality, all oppression had 
always moved him deeply. It was not surprising therefore that at 
the final meeting of the American Anti-Slavery Society, after hav- 
ing received a tremendous ovation, he should have ended his re- 
marks with the following declaration: “ We will not say ‘Fare- 
well,' but 4 All hail.' Welcome new duties! We sheathe no sword. 
We only turn the front of the anny upon a new foe." To him the 
foe was the increasingly powerful capitalist, whom he regarded as 
an even more ruthless enemy than the slavocratic planter. Accord- 
ingly, he readily espoused the cause of labor — and thereby antag- 
onized State Street even more than his Abolitionism had alien- 
ated Beacon Street. 

Even in his maiden speech at Faneuil Hall Phillips had 44 felt 
that he was speaking for the cause of the laboring man/' Nearly 
thirty years later, when slavery was no more, he delivered in the 
same hall the first of his powerful labor lectures, “ The Eight-Hour 
Movement." He remarked at the time, conscious of the coldness 
with which his latest agitation was being received by his fellow 
reformers: “Let it not be said that the old Abolitionist stopped 
with the Negro, and was never able to see that the same principles 
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claimed his utmost effort to protect all labor, black and white, and 
to further the discussion of every claim of humanity/' Garrison, 
Quincy, Emerson, Gerrit Smith, and other leading humanitarians, 
shied away from the new crusade: they were either tired old men or 
too intimately a part of the group under attack to see the need of 
it. But to Phillips the lords of the loom were as unconscionable as 
the lords of the lash. He had seen too many New England mill 
towns not to be impressed by the drab and degraded condition of 
the workers inhabiting them. And having fought mightily to eradi- 
cate bond-slavery, he now felt impelled to agitate for the abolition 
of wage-slavery. Of all the reformers of his time he alone, act- 
ing upon the implicit logic of his Christian humanitarianism, 
joined forces with the socialists in preaching the overthrow of 
capitalism. 

There is no evidence that Phillips was familiar with the writings 
of Karl Marx and other prominent socialists. By 1870, however, 
when he organized the Labor Reform Convention in Worcester 
and presided at its sessions, it was obvious that he had assimilated 
the seminal ideas of the Communist Manifesto — so much is indi- 
cated by the following excerpts from the platform which he read to 
the delegates and of which he was the sole author: 

We affirm, as a fundamental principle, that labor, the creator of 
wealth, is entitled to all it creates. 

Affirming this, we avow ourselves willing to accept the final results of 
the operation of a principle so radical, such as the overthrow of the whole 
profit-making system, the extinction of all monopolies, the abolition of 
privileged classes, universal education and fraternity, perfect freedom 
of exchange, and, best and grandest of all, the final obliteration of that 
foul stigrrta upon our so-called Christian civilization, the poverty of the 
masses. 

Resolved , That we declare war with the wage system, which demor- 
alizes alike the hirer and the hired, cheats both, and enslaves the work- 
ingman; war with the present system of finance, which robs labor, and 
gorges capital, makes the rich richer, and the poor poorer, and turns 
the republic into an aristocracy of capital. . . . 
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Phillips had not become a Marxian doctrinaire. In condemning 
the conspicuous evils of capitalistic exploitation, he was always 
the bold humanitarian ready to destroy the power and privilege 
of the few for the greater good of all. He made this clear a year 
later in his decision to accept nomination for the governorship of 
Massachusetts on the Labor ticket — a decision made in spite of 
his unwillingness to take political office and purely for its agita- 
tional possibilities. Capital and labor, he maintained, were part- 
ners and not enemies, and must share fairly in the common profits. 
This view he stated even more emphatically on another occasion: 
“There is no antagonism between Man and Money — between 
Capital and Labor; they are friends, not foes, partners, not competi- 
tors; they are the two parts of one scissors — each useless without 
the other. Whatever harms one or helps one, must, on any just 
system , harm or help the other/' To this non-Marxian assumption 
he added another: an implicit trust in the might of the ballot. If 
the workers united politically, they could by means of their voting 
power bring justice to all and thus greatly improve their economic 
status. “ I am fully convinced," he claimed, “ that hitherto legisla- 
tion has leaned too much — leaned most unfairly — to the side of 
capital. Hereafter it should be impartial. Law should do all it can 
to give the masses more leisure, a more complete education, better 
opportunities, and a fair share of the profits." 

Always thinking things through to a logical conclusion, ever 
ready to act according to principle regardless of the consequences, 
Phillips began to devote himself completely to the betterment of 
the poor workers. In a number of powerful addresses he expounded 
his ideas of social organization and human happiness. 

Basically a man of the eighteenth century and always a Jeffer- 
sonian democrat, he preferred the simple town life of New Eng- 
land before it was blighted by the drabness and disparity of indus- 
trialism. “ My ideal of civilization," he explained, “ is a very high 
one: but the approach to it is a New England town of some two 
thousand inhabitants, with no rich man and no poor man in it, all 

[71] 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE ABOLITIONISTS 


mingling in the same society, every child at the same school, no 
poorhouse, no beggar, opportunities equal, nobody so proud as to 
stand aloof, nobody so humble as to be shut out.” 

Life in the America of the 1870’s, however, was the antithesis 
of the idyllic society of his dream. He was confronted, indeed, by 
a rampant capitalism which heedlessly trampled upon the demo- 
cratic institutions he held dear. Railroad manipulators were cor- 
rupting state legislatures, Wall Street speculators were mulcting 
innocent investors, greedy employers were exploiting their unorgan- 
ized workers, the power of government was “ ever shifting from 
the many to the few.” To an English friend he wrote: 

Wealth, with you, governs; but its power is, I suppose, somewhat 
masked, sometimes countervailed or checked by other forces. With us 
it rules, bare, naked, shameless, undisguised. Our incorporated wealth, 
often wielded by a single hand, is fearful with direct, and still more with 
indirect, power. 

In his lectures on labor he lashed out against this abuse of 
power. Singling out notorious malefactors to prove his thesis, he 
insisted that the safety of our democracy and the weal of our peo- 
ple required the curbing of incorporated wealth. “ The great ques- 
tion of the future,” he asserted, “ is money against legislation. My 
friends, you and I shall be in our graves long before that battle is 
ended; and unless our children have more patience and courage 
than saved this country from slavery, republican institutions will 
go down before moneyed corporations. Rich men die, but banks 
are immortal, and railroad corporations never have any diseases.” 
In his notable address on “ The Foundations of the Labor Move- 
ment ” he carried his criticism of predatory capitalism to its obvi- 
ous conclusion: 

I confess that the only fear I have in regard to republican institu- 
tions is whether, in our day, any adequate remedy will be found for the 
incoming flood of the power of incorporated wealth. No statesman, no 
public man yet, has dared to defy it. Every man that has met it has 
been crushed to powder; and the only hope of any effectual grapple with 
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it is by rousing the actual masses, whose interests permanently lie in an 
opposite direction, to grapple with this great force. . . . Now, gentle- 
men, to me the labor movement means just this: It is the last noble pro- 
test of the American people against the power of incorporated wealth. 

Unwilling to accept the Marxian doctrine of the class struggle, 
unable to view society without his reformer's spectacles, Phillips 
argued that the effective antidote to the abuse of capitalistic power 
was education and organization of the masses of workers. Because 
he believed that a reduction in the manual laborer s hours of work 
would enable him to broaden his social perspective and make him 
a worthier citizen, Phillips was one of the first Americans to advo- 
cate the eight-hour work day. He was also an enthusiastic pro- 
moter of the labor union. In his talks to workers he insisted that 
only by combination could they “ put in a united force to face the 
organization of capital." Trade unionism would offset the fact that 
in a dispute time was usually on the employer s side. “ Capital can 
wait to win; labor cannot without being starved into submission — 
unless it organizes." He told them also that capital, the labor of 
yesterday, 44 gets twice the protection and twice the pay that labor 
of today gets." The remedy, he exhorted, was self-evident: work- 
men must organize; they must learn to take full advantage of their 
civic prerogatives; they must make intelligent use of their mass 
power at the polls. Once they elected their own candidates to the 
state legislatures and to Congress, they could easily destroy the 
hold of the rich on government. 

We’ll crumple up wealth by making it unprofitable to be rich. The 
poor man shall have a larger income in proportion as he is poor. The 
rich man shall have a lesser income in proportion as he is rich. You will 
say, 41 Is that just? " My friends, it is safe. Man is more valuable than 
money. . . . Land, private property, all sorts of property, shall be so 
dearly taxed that it shall be impossible to be rich; for it is in wealth, in 
incorporated, combining, perpetual wealth, that the danger lies. 

Wendell Phillips was in his time the foremost defender of our 
democratic rights. He knew only too well how easy it was for those 
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in power to forget that the law of the land gave the people certain 
inalienable rights, how ready were the mighty to crush those who 
questioned their prerogatives or denounced their arrogation of 
privilege. “ When a nation sets itself to do evil/' he said in con- 
nection with his Abolitionist work, “ and all its leading forces, 
wealth, party, and piety, join in the career, it is impossible but that 
those who offer a constant opposition should be hated and ma- 
ligned, no matter how wise, cautious, and well planned their course 
may be.” He fervently acclaimed the rights of the dissenter and the 
insurgent, maintaining that not to give free scope to an opponent 
was evidence of a lack of faith in one’s own opinions. To act other- 
wise was to nullify the creed upon which our nation was founded: 
“ Men are educated and the State uplifted by allowing all — every- 
one — to broach their mistakes and advocate all their errors. The 
community which dares not protect its humblest and most hated 
member in the free utterance of his opinions, no matter how false 
or hateful, is only a gang of slaves.” 

This noble sentiment, uncommon in his own day and even less 
met with in our own, Phillips championed to the end of his life — 
and never more courageously and eloquently than in “ The Scholar 
in a Republic,” his Phi Beta Kappa address at Harvard in 1881. 
Already a septuagenarian, yet never more energetic in his lifelong 
struggle for freedom and justice, he stood on the hallowed rostrum 
of his alma mater, which for fully fifty years had completely ig- 
nored him and now honored him only grudgingly. There, before a 
distinguished audience, he extolled the principles and ideals which 
it preferred to disdain. James Freeman Clarke, who heard the lec- 
ture, afterwards reported: 

He gave an oration of great power and beauty, full of strong thought 
and happy illustrations, not unworthy of any university or academic 
scholar. It was nearly, though not wholly, free from personalities; but 
it was also one long rebuke for the recreant scholarship of Cambridge. 
It arraigned and condemned all scholarship as essentially timid, selfish, 
and unheroic. 
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Holding, according to T. W. Higginson, who was also present, 
“ an unwilling audience*$pellbound, while bating nothing of his 
radicalism/' Phillips developed his theme with rare felicity. First 
he discussed the process by which the United States had become 
the most successful experiment in self-government known to man. 

We have done what no race, no nation, no age, had before dared even 
to try. We have founded a republic on the unlimited suffrage of the 
millions. We have actually worked out the problem that man, as God 
created him, may be trusted with self-government. We have shown the 
world that a church without a bishop, and a state without a king, is an 
actual, real, every-day possibility. 

This trust in the people, he stated, laid a great responsibility on 
those possessed of “ strength, wisdom, and skill." The very pur- 
pose of a democracy, indeed, made it incumbent upon those ca- 
pable of leadership to lift their neighbors to their own level. Yet 
the “ book-educated," the men of intellect and erudition, with few 
honorable exceptions had not only shirked this responsibility but 
had tried to limit this trust in the people, thus betraying “ their 
lack of distinctive American character." The truth was, he con- 
tinued, that " a chronic distrust of the people pervades the book- 
educated class in the North; they shrink from that free speech 
which is God's normal school for educating men." Then he must 
have painfully shocked his Brahmin audience with the challeng- 
ing exhortation: "Trust the people — the wise and the ignorant, 
the good and the bad — with the greatest questions, and in the end 
you educate the race. At the same time you secure not perfect insti- 
tutions, not necessarily good ones, but the best institutions possible 
while human nature is the basis and the only material to build 
with." 

Phillips next made clear the need for men of education to join in 
the fight for social and political reform. “ I urge on college-bred 
men that, as a class, they fail in republican duty when they allow 
others to lead in the agitation of the great social questions which 
stir and educate the age/' Not that the common people cannot get 
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along without them; 44 by sovereign and superabundant strength 
they can crush their way through all obstacles.” But by abstaining 
from this agitation the educated and the gifted not only were rec- 
reant to their duty as Americans but were actually neglecting their 
44 opportunities and the means God offers us to refine the taste, 
mould the character, lift the purpose, and educate the moral sense 
of the masses, on whose intelligence and self-respect rests the 
State.” Already they had missed several great occasions: the cru- 
sade against slavery, the reform of penal legislation, the attack on 
intemperance, the movement for woman suffrage, and the appeal 
for Ireland's freedom. Instead of forming the front ranks in each 
of these campaigns for social advancement, as was their right and 
duty, they had held back willfully, scornfully, keeping their skirts 
clean and their minds decorous and ineffectual. 

His final remarks proved a veritable bombshell. To defend de- 
mocracy and the people before the conservative elders of Harvard 
University was audacious enough; to vindicate Russian Nihilists at 
a time when they were assassinating high Imperial officials — only 
three months after they had killed Czar Alexander II — was per- 
haps even more courageous than his championship of John Brown. 
It should be understood that he broached the unpopular subject 
not merely to shock the smug Brahmins before him but as the logi- 
cal climax to his exposition of the principles for which he had been 
agitating throughout his life. For to him Nihilism was merely the 
Russian manifestation of the struggle for human freedom. 

Nihilism is the righteous and honorable resistance of a people crushed 
under the iron rule. ... It is crushed humanity's only means of mak- 
ing the oppressor tremble. ... I honor Nihilism; since it redeems 
human nature from the suspicion of being utterly vile, made up of only 
heartless oppressors and contented slaves. ... [In a country such as 
ours] where discussion is free, the press untrammelled, and where public 
halls protect debate ... he is doubly and trebly guilty who, except in 
some most extreme cases, disturbs the sober rule of law and order. But 
such is not Russia. In Russia there is no press, no debate, no explana- 
tion of what Government does, no remonstrance allowed, no agitation 
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of public issues. ... In such a land dynamite and the dagger are the 
necessary and proper subsfitutcs for Faneuil Hall and the Daily Adver- 
tiser . ... I at least can say nothing else and nothing less — no, not if 
every tile on Cambridge roofs were a devil hooting my words. 

No wonder that, again to quote. Higginson: “ Many a respectable 
lawyer and divine felt his blood run cold, the next day, when he 
found that the fascinating orator whom he had applauded to the 
echo had really made the assassination of an emperor seem as 
trivial as the doom of a mosquito/' 

Wendell Phillips was unquestionably the greatest orator of his 
time. Though his voice thinned out in its highest register, it was in 
its middle and lower notes as pliant and penetrating and expressive 
as a fine violin. He was able to modulate it so exquisitely as to fit 
it to a wide range of mood and meaning. His enunciation was dis- 
tinct and cadenced without being studied or elocutional. His stage 
presence was natural, graceful, and impressive. He was never at a 
loss for words, yet there was nothing glib or effusive about his plat- 
form delivery. Indeed, the keynote to his remarkable success as a 
speaker lay in his ability to raise the conversational quality of his 
voice to its highest power. 

Phillips's forensic powers were ever the means to a known end. 
When on the platform, he thought of himself not as the eminent 
orator but rather as the zealous reformer eager to bend his audi- 
ence to his will. Thoroughly sincere, believing with all his heart 
in the reforms he advocated, often addressing crowds bitterly hos- 
tile to his views, he frequently had to exercise his unparalleled intel- 
lectual and rhetorical resources to the utmost in order to gain the 
sympathy of his hearers. His ability to employ the most pertinent 
approach equaled his skill to fit his words to the level of his auditors. 
Learned and sagacious, he coated his barbs of satire and his shafts 
of condemnation with apt allusions, felicitous quotations, and 
humorous anecdotes. These witticisms and metaphors issued from 
his tongue with remarkable profusion, and have added up to more 
than a hundred in a single lecture. An exceptionally quick thinker 
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on his feet and in command of a tremendous range of historical 
and contemporary information, he was able frequently to present 
his views with the power of self-evident finality. 

Phillips seldom made use of notes on the platform. He was at 
his best when speaking extemporaneously, with a general topic to 
guide him and an audience to stimulate him. “ The chief thing I 
aim at,” he said, “ is to master my subject. Then I earnestly try 
to get the audience to think as I do.” When he was eventually in- 
duced to prepare a volume of his speeches, however, he could not 
revise and polish them enough, and was never quite content with 
the result. For he believed that speaking and writing require dif- 
ferent habits of mind and that few great orators have won laurels 
in the field of literature. 

His popularity as a lecturer was truly extraordinary. In spite of 
his unwelcome and disagreeable subjects, he was for many years, 
especially after the Civil War, the favorite speaker of lyceum audi- 
ences from Maine to California. Year after year he would begin 
his tour in the early fall and remain on the road, except for brief 
intervals, till April or May. He called himself a “ vagabond lec- 
turer ” and traveled during some seasons as much as twelve thou- 
sand miles to deliver more than sixty addresses. His large reper- 
toire contained a wide variety of topics, but none of his lectures 
was intended for entertainment only. And although his fees were 
relatively high — bringing him during his later period as much as 
fifteen thousand dollars a year — he had always more invitations 
than he could accept. 

Wendell Phillips achieved his eminent place in American his- 
tory not by virtue of his profound intellect or original genius, but 
by a combination of noble zeal and prime eloquence. He was not 
an innovator of a moral movement, as Garrison was; nor had he, 
like John Brown, captured the imagination of a nation by a timely 
act of fanatic daring. But he was supremely the fighter for social 
justice. More than any other man of his generation he devoted him- 
self unselfishly and passionately to the w.elfare of his people and of 
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humanity everywhere. No suffering left him unmoved; no oppres- 
sion escaped his condemnation. For above all he championed the 
rights of the masses and the efficacy of genuine democracy. Like 
so many Americans before his time and after, he believed thor- 
oughly in the ideal of democratic society and devoted his life to 
give it national reality. 

George William Curtis has well said of him: “ A student of his- 
tory, and a close observer of men, he rejected that fear of the multi- 
tude which springs from the feeling that the many are ignorant 
while the few are wise; and he believed in the saying, too profound 
for Talleyrand, to whom it is ascribed, that everybody knows more 
than anybody/' This intense faith in the people made Phillips, in 
George Woodberry’s epithet, the “ perfect American/' Essentially 
a Puritan in that he thought he knew and knew he was right, he 
led the fight to make the Bill of Rights the living law of the land. 
After the Civil War, when the downfall of slavocracy initiated the 
Gilded Age of a strident industrialism, he broadened his protest — 
but his criticism became more and more a cry in the wilderness of 
moral hypocrisy. But to the very end, and with undiminished vigor, 
he persisted undauntedly in his advocacy of the principles of free- 
dom and justice and in laying the foundation for the rights of the 
mass of Americans which have made the United States the chief 
democracy in the world. 
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T hroughout the ages utopian dreamers, impractical and 
often fantastic in their altruistic efforts, have nevertheless 
fought in the vanguard of social progress. They arc charged 
with a divine unrest which is not satisfied until they have settled 
upon a prospect of the ideal world. Critics of their generation and 
of the ways of men, they envision a society purged of the evils they 
abhor. Their utopias know no poverty, pain, or persecution; the 
foundation pillars of their imagined societies are peace, plenty, and 
complete happiness. These perfect communities remain, of course, 
a beautiful dream. Yet their ardent creators frequently have suc- 
ceeded far better than they knew, since in stirring the imagination 
of many thousands they have initiated movements for reform which 
in time have brought at least a good part of their utopias down to 
earth. “ The Utopian dreamers of social justice,” William James 
remarked, “ are . . . analogous to the saint’s belief in an existent 
kingdom of heaven. They help to break the edge of the general 
reign of hardness, and are slow leavens of a better order.” Anatole 
France, a keen critic of human foibles, was even more positive in 
his estimate: “ Out of generous dreams come beneficial realities. 
Utopia is the principle of all progress and the essay into a better 
future.” 

Most Utopians have started from the belief that man is naturally 
good and that a favorable environment is bound to bring him to 
a condition of perfection. Their chief task therefore has been the 
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provision of plans for the good life. Here they differed consider- 
ably in aim and method. The Hebrew prophets envisioned a so- 
ciety quite unlike the one prescribed by Plato. The utopias deline- 
ated by More and Bacon had little resemblance to the spiritual 
regimens evolved by Luther and Calvin. Nor was there much con- 
nection between the various Protestant sects that broke away from 
the dominant Church to insure the life of their members after 
death and the host of social utopias in the early nineteenth cen- 
tury. Yet all these dreamers of perfect societies had this in com- 
mon: they were sublimely confident of the perfectibility of their 
ideal communities and were not in the least discouraged by the 
ridicule heaped upon them. To the very end they clung to the 
belief that their detractors would yet live to see the advent of 
the ideal society. 

The United States has been from the very beginning the popular 
proving ground for the better life. With a new continent available 
for the taking, religious and social dreamers were quick to make 
use of it in their efforts to try out their particular panaceas. Thus 
the Pilgrims, harried out of their native England by an intolerant 
state church and finding their haven in Holland cramped and diffi- 
cult, braved the stormy Atlantic in order to establish their theo- 
cratic community in the new land. Lord Baltimore and William 
Penn founded their colonies not so much for their personal gain 
as for the relief of their harassed co-religionists. As the years passed, 
scores of other idealists and visionaries reached these shores with 
similar intent. Indeed, for three centuries this country has been 
known everywhere as a refuge for the oppressed and the land of 
opportunity for those in want. 

During the first two centuries, with Christianity continuing to 
dominate Western thought, utopian colonies were founded by 
religious prophets who believed they had discovered the mode of 
life leading to eternal salvation. Some of these settlements have 
become a vital part of our culture, contributing rich elements to 
the bloodstream of this country's thought. Since they are part of 
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our history, this discussion is not concerned with such efforts, the 
supreme example of which is the early Puritan community. Others 
had briefer lives or more restricted influence. In 1684 the followers 
of Jean Labadie, a Catholic priest who advocated a communistic 
system of society based upon rigorous religious principles, set up 
in Maryland one of the first of the sectarian societies outside of 
New England. The Ephrata Society in Pennsylvania, which was 
organized in 1732 by Anabaptists under the leadership of Conrad 
Beisel, one of the most successful of these sectarian groups, estab- 
lished its first settlement in Watervliet, New York. Half a century 
later this movement spread from Maine to Kentucky and counted 
about five thousand members in its prosperous villages. Several 
hundred of them continue to this day in the frugal pacifism of their 
fathers. In 1805 George Rapp, a visionary from Wiirttemberg, 
founded Harmony in western Pennsylvania. Nine years later he 
moved his community to a 3o,oooacre tract in Indiana, only to 
sell the well-developed colony in 1824 to Robert Owen for $150,000 
and return with his followers to a new settlement in Pennsylvania. 
The Zoar colony in Ohio, which began its existence in 1818, was 
led by Joseph Bimeler, like Rapp a Wiirttemberger and a Separa- 
tist. The communities of Bethel in Missouri and Aurora in Ore- 
gon owed their existence to Dr. Keil, a German who practised 
“ magnetic cures ” until he experienced a revelation and began to 
preach his special doctrine of the good life, and both were dis- 
solved shortly after his death in 1877. Metz, another German 
visionary, organized the True Inspiration Society and established 
the Amana community near Buffalo in 1842; thirteen years later 
the settlement moved to Iowa, where it prospers to this day. 

The first purely American sectarian community was begun in 
1834 ty J°b n Humphrey Noyes, a religious eccentric, in his native 
town of Putney, Vermont. His first few adherents were limited to 
his own immediate family, but in time his perfectionist doctrines 
attracted a number of his neighbors. In 1848 Noyes moved with 
his followers to Oneida, New York, where they hoped to practise 
their particular mode of the good life without external interference. 
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The misunderstood doctrine of sexual promiscuity — a dutiful 
promiscuity based on personal liberty and “ holiness of heart ” — 
gave the colony considerable notoriety until the authorities forced 
moral conformity upon it. After a slow start the group, never ex- 
ceeding a few hundred in number, prospered notably and its com- 
mercial products became favorably known throughout the United 
States. 

The Mormon Church was the most notorious and the most suc- 
cessful of the sectarian settlements. Founded in 1830 by Joseph 
Smith, who claimed to have discovered the Book of Mormon and 
to be the recipient of revelation for the guidance of his followers, 
the new religion soon gained many adherents. After unfortunate 
efforts at settlement in Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois, during which 
persecution was climaxed by the mob murder of Joseph Smith, 
the Mormons in 1847 followed their new leader Brigham Young 
to the wilderness of Utah. Within a few years their number grew 
to 60,000 and their energy transformed the arid territory around 
Salt Lake into one of the most prosperous sections of the entire 
country. In the early years especially, Brigham Young ruled the 
Mormons with a remarkable combination of strictness and sagac- 
ity. 'The Church was in complete control of the economy of the 
province. The members bought their supplies and sold their prod- 
uce through the common store. The co-operative principle ruled 
in all activities where it was practicable. Young and his Elders 
believed that everyone was entitled to a fair living — and no more; 
consequently no man who worked was poor and none was permit- 
ted to accumulate riches. Sobriety, industry, piety, and general well- 
being characterized this largest sectarian experiment. In time, how- 
ever, the intrusion of 44 Gentiles,” the intensified agitation against 
the practice of polygamy, and the inevitable softening that comes 
with increasing prosperity brought about the deterioration of the 
rigorous discipline and with it the weakening of church control 
of the community's economy. 

All these sectarian communal experiments, notwithstanding their 
vagaries and divergent doctrines, were inspired by a common yearn- 
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ing for the good life on earth and for spiritual salvation after death. 
All practised some form of collective economy, and all were noted 
for their pacifism, sobriety, extreme simplicity of manner, indus- 
triousness, and relative prosperity. The membership of all these 
communities, whether those of German origin or of American 
ancestry, was made up of farmers and mechanics and was held to- 
gether by strong inspirational bonds. After the Civil War, however, 
the slackening of religious fervor and the pressure of external mate- 
rialistic forces caused these utopian colonies either to disband or to 
shrink to their present relative insignificance. 

The utopian experiments of the social type began early in the 
nineteenth century. The prime movers in each instance were hu- 
manitarians eager to alleviate the suffering of the poor and elimi- 
nate the gross social inequalities of a rising industrialism. Unlike 
the religious Utopians they were interested not in spiritual salva- 
tion but in the humanization of daily life. As social dreamers they 
did not approach the problem with the practical shrewdness of the 
realistic reformer, but merely concentrated their efforts on devis- 
ing plans for the regeneration of mankind. Influenced by Rousseau 
and the ideals of the French Revolution and stimulated by the 
noble sentiments of the Declaration of Independence, they sought 
to abolish poverty, establish complete equality, and lift mankind 
to heights of happiness. 

The first and by far the largest and best-known of these utopian 
communities was established by Robert Owen early in 1825. An 
Englishman of great business acumen and one of the outstanding 
humanitarians of his time, Owen bought the Rappite colony in 
Indiana in order to found the first of a series of communities with 
the aim of transforming society into “ a new empire of peace and 
good-will to men ” The settlement began under very favorable 
auspices: it had a village ready for occupancy, cultivated land for 
farming, several eminent educators among the early members, and 
the financial backing of its wealthy proprietor. Owen hoped that 
the success of New Harmony would spread “ from Community to 
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Community, from State to State, from Continent to Continent, 
finally overshadowing the whole earth, shedding light, fragrance 
and abundance, intelligence and happiness upon the sons of men/' 
This sentimental altruism, which befuddled Owen's practical 
business sense, led to the inevitable doom of the experiment. So 
great was his enthusiasm for the project and so confident was he 
of its success that he did not trouble to supervise the establishment 
of the colony or to limit the membership to a balanced group of 
farmers, artisans, and professional men. Instead he left the place 
in charge of one of his young sons and went on a long lecture tour 
to advertise New Harmony to his audiences and to urge those inter- 
ested to join him in the glorious enterprise — at his expense. As a 
consequence the community was soon inhabited by as mixed a col- 
lection of nonconformists as one is ever likely to find. Nine hun- 
dred arrived in all, and all were accepted without test or qualifica- 
tion. Nor was there anyone to take them in hand and train them 
for the work that needed to be done. Seven constitutions were 
adopted and tried out in rapid succession but none was able to 
overcome the increasing dissension. Failure was inevitable, and after 
three painful years Owen admitted defeat — and the loss of four- 
fifths of his fortune. The post-mortem was well stated by his son 
Robert Dale Owen: “ At New Harmony there was not disinterested 
industry, there was not mutual confidence, there was not practical 
experience, there was not union of action, because there was not 
unanimity of counsel; and these were the points of difference and 
dissension — the rocks on which the social bark struck and was 
wrecked/' 

Owen's ideas and influence were evident in a number of other 
settlements fonned in the 1820's. The best-known of these utopian 
efforts was the Yellow Springs Community in Ohio. Its members 
were a group of Swedenborgian intellectuals who had heard Owen 
lecture and were converted to his scheme of communal living. 
All of these experiments began with the usual high hopes and lack 
of equipment. While they lasted, the members enjoyed the pleas- 
ures promoted by their leaders; but, lacking the men to do the 
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essential work and unprovided with the capital put into New Har- 
mony, they failed all the sooner. 

About the time that Owen was negotiating the purchase of the 
Rappite tract another native of England was planning the Nashoba 
experiment that was intended to lead to the peaceful abolition of 
slavery in the United States. Frances Wright, radical reformer and 
stormy petrel of her time, was so distressed by the practice of slavery, 
as she saw it during her travels as Lafayette's companion in 1824, 
that she bought a 2000-acre farm in Tennessee and began to settle 
it with Negro slaves bought by her or donated by generous planters. 
It was her idea that the profits made from the labor of the colony 
would help liberate other slaves, and that this procedure would 
eventually rid this country of its greatest social evil. The plan was 
praised by many prominent persons and put into operation with 
the unreserved enthusiasm of those connected with it. At first all 
went well, and at one time as many as thirty liberated slaves were 
living on the plantation. But all the hard work of the white mem- 
bers went for naught when they were unable to persuade the 
Negroes to follow their example. Newly freed from the overseer's 
whip, unable to appreciate the idealism motivating the plan, inter- 
ested only in taking advantage of their unexpected good fortune, 
they made the most of their opportunities to loaf and indulge them- 
selves. When Frances Wright became seriously ill and had to leave 
Nashoba for a cooler climate, the colony deteriorated rapidly and 
was brought to an inglorious dissolution when its sexual laxness 
antagonized the unsympathetic Southerners. To Miss Wright's 
credit it must be added that she personally supervised the resettle- 
ment of the Negro members on land bought for them in free Haiti. 

These utopian failures notwithstanding, the longing for perfec- 
tion continued to stir the hearts of thousands of Americans who 
loved life and hated its evil aspects. Everywhere men and women, 
liberated from the restrictions of orthodox religion and buoyed 
by a belief in progress, eagerly enlisted in the numerous move- 
ments for social and moral reform. Abolition, prohibition, woman's 
rights, Bible study, trade unionism — these and other manifests- 
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tions of the same urge for the better life were each advocated as 
basic to the conversion of society. In the vicinity of Boston, then 
the hub of intellectual America, scores of altruists wrestled with 
the problems of the universe even as Jacob had with the Angel — 
neither prevailing against them nor letting them go. The sturdier 
minds evolved the comforting philosophy of transcendentalism, 
which John R. Commons defined as “ a combination of the reli- 
gious spirit of puritanism and an individualism that sought inde- 
pendence from social relations/' Others, more sensible of the ugly 
features of the new industrialism, sought to escape to a world of 
their own making. Brook Farm became the haven for those who 
wished to prove to themselves and to mankind that it was possible 
to live nobly and fruitfully without adding to the miseries of the 
less fortunate. Of these New England idealists, Margaret Fuller was 
without doubt the outstanding representative. A leading transcen- 
dentalist, an active well-wisher of Brook Farm, a pioneer advocate 
of women’s rights, a spirited soldier in the army for libera- 
tion — she exemplified the romantic humanitarians who had dedi- 
cated themselves to the good life without erecting altars to Utopia. 

The economic depression that followed the panic of 1837 gave 
fresh impetus to utopian experimentation. Albert Brisbane had 
recently returned from France, where Charles Fourier had indoc- 
trinated him with his theory of Association. The idea of making 
work attractive and life enjoyable appealed irresistibly to thou- 
sands of Americans who yearned for the security and comforts of 
the good life. Years later Emerson wrote ironically of Brisbane's 
infectious enthusiasm: “As we listened to his exposition, it ap- 
peared to us the sublime of mechanical philosophy; for the system 
was the perfection of arrangement and contrivance. . . . Poverty 
shall be abolished; deformity, stupidity and crime shall be no more. 
Genius, grace, art, shall abound." No wonder that some of the 
idealistic reformers in New York and in Boston were converted 
by Brisbane and joined him in advocating the advantages of Asso- 
ciation. Their voices carried as far as the wilds of the frontier and 
phalanx after phalanx was soon organized by Associationists whose 
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enthusiasm outran their practical sense. The movement gained its 
greatest momentum after 4 Jrook Farm was reorganized according 
to Fourierist principles. For a brief period it appeared as if Associ- 
ation were taking root. But the same fallacies that had undermined 
the Owenite communities soon began to disrupt the phalanxes. The 
lack of capital and necessary skills, aggravated by emerging dissen- 
sion, forced most of these settlements to disband shortly after they 
had made their brave beginning. 

Etienne Cabet’s utopian novel, Voyage en Icarie , which showed 
the influence of Owen and the more rigorous socialistic thinkers, 
brought into being the French Icarian communities. Cabet planned 
to settle a million workers on a million-acre tract in Texas, but the 
revolution in 1848 dampened the enthusiasm for the project and 
only a few scores of the most faithful adherents left France for the 
new venture into utopia. Misfortune attended them from the very 
first, and according to Morris Hillquit they “ were in a constant 
process of disintegration and reorganization.” After their disastrous 
efforts in the swamps and woods of Texas, they rented a part of 
Nauvoo from the evacuating Mormons and succeeded in establish- 
ing their communistic colony. But discord and other difficulties 
caused some of the members to break away and organize new 
settlements. All these colonies struggled heroically for survival, 
but the last of them disappeared during the early 1890's. 

The final decade of the anti-slavery agitation and the years of 
the Civil War and Reconstruction were not conducive to further 
utopian experimentation. The issue of Negro emancipation dwarfed 
every other reform movement for a generation. In the meantime 
the urge toward communal panaceas was dissipated by two emerg- 
ing forces: on the one hand the rise of Marxism deprived utopian- 
ism of its appeal, since the workers, little attracted by social visions 
and interested primarily in increased, wages and shorter hours, be- 
gan to unite in their own behalf; on the other the remarkable indus- 
trial expansion after i860, bringing with it a crop of multimillion- 
aires and powerful trusts, made the small utopian settlements mere 
drops of oil on the rough sea of economic strife. Intensified social 
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abuses called forth a new band of reformers, but they were realistic 
enough to perceive the full scope of the problem and to advocate 
more appropriate measures. 

Yet the longing for utopia was by no means dead. As social condi- 
tions during the Gilded Age created a proletariat, in violation of 
the principles of the Declaration of Independence, there was 
greater need than before for the vision of a better world. Among 
the dreamers who clung to the ideal of true democracy and sought 
to establish it in every field of human endeavor, Edward Bellamy 
towers as a social thinker and writer. Eager to see the tenets of 
Jefferson prevail, not only in the voting booths, but in the factories 
and counting houses as well, he preached his doctrine of complete 
equality in the guise of entertaining fiction. Looking Backward , 
picturing a United States freed from the evils of poverty and in- 
equality and blessed with all attributes of a perfected social order, 
became a literary sensation and brought its message of cheer to 
more men and women than all the communal experiments put 
together, lens of thousands of Americans who believed with Bel- 
lamy that it was high time for the people to fight for their inalien- 
able rights quickly organized groups to work for the nationaliza- 
tion of our entire economy. For several years these Nationalist 
Clubs gathered momentum and appeared within reach of their 
goal. But the passing of the economic depression of the middle 
1890's, and the intense gold vs. silver controversy which followed 
it, cut short this new utopian agitation, so that Bellamy’s plan was 
soon forgotten. 

The social Utopians failed of practical achievement because of 
the very nature of their panaceas. All of them began with idealistic 
blueprints for the complete regeneration of mankind. They tended 
to think of society as more or less of a mechanism, to be taken 
apart and reassembled to fit their particular program, and not as a 
living organism that cannot undergo mutation without violent 
shock. They took little or no account of the milieu in which they 
found themselves and sought to establish model microscopic so- 
cieties on the assumption that the success of these communities 
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would lead inevitably to universal adoption. They oversimplified 
human behavior. In assuming the natural goodness of man they 
disregarded the chief stumbling block in the path before them. 
Thus, while the sectarian settlements generally restricted their 
membership to persons of common belief and similar aspirations, 
the social Utopians welcomed all comers. The result is aptly de- 
scribed by the disillusioned Horace Greeley: 

Along with many noble and lofty souls, whose impulses are purely phil- 
anthropic, and who are willing to labor and suffer reproach for any 
cause that promises to benefit mankind, there throng scores of whom 
the world is quite worthy — the conceited, the crotchety, the selfish, 
the headstrong, the pugnacious, the unappreciated, the played-out, the 
idle, and the good-for-nothing generally; who, finding themselves ut- 
terly out of place and at a discount in the world as it is, rashly conclude 
that they are exactly fitted for the world as it ought to be. 

The utopian movement, however, did leave a definite impress 
on the social progress of the past century. Fantastic though the 
schemes of its leaders seemed to their detractors, and futile though 
its attempts at economic mutation were, its advocacy of the good 
life and its championship of individual reforms hastened a marked 
improvement of economic conditions. The extent of this progress 
may be seen in the fact that the social standards of the New Deal 
appear utopian when contrasted with those of the early nineteenth 
century. 

The individual studies that follow are intended to stress the 
three most representative utopian trends of the past century. Mar- 
garet Fuller, blue-stocking and social rebel, is notably typical of 
those inchoate idealists who sought a better world but could not 
quite reach the heights of Pisgah. Albert Brisbane is obviously the 
chief of the American Utopians who looked backward to a golden 
past for the panacea of mankind’s ills. Edward Bellamy, on the 
contrary, tried to harness the future to a perfected society of his 
own making and to incorporate into it all the comforts of an ad- 
vanced industrialism. 
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TRANSCENDENTAL REBEL 


T o us, nearly a century after her death, Margaret Fuller’s 
enduring eminence seems inexplicable when considered in 
the light of her published work; while much of it is still 
vigorous and readable, even the most finished of her essays lacks 
the depth and directness of distinguished writing. Wc soon discover, 
however, that her fame derives from her remarkable personality 
rather than from her books. Only the husks of her brilliant mind 
went into print. This she knew better than anyone else. “ I feel 
within myself an immense power,” she remarked with her usual 
candor, “ but I cannot bring it out.” It was this torrential power, 
which became quick and magnetic in the heat of conversation, that 
made her the sibylline voice of her generation and gained her last- 
ing renown. But this leading role in the Transcendental ferment 
was not the sum of her achievement. Moved by an unquenchable 
unrest, stirred by an irresistible passion for freedom, she forsook the 
tranquillity of her native New England for the barricades of a 
Europe in revolt. And although the French invaders defeated Gari- 
baldi's Legion and restored Rome to the Pope, her heroic efforts 
in behalf of the shortlived Roman Republic capped the glorious 
adventure of her tragic life. 


In Cambridge, where Margaret was bom in 1810, her father 
Timothy Fuller was known as a stubborn nonconformist. He had 
definite ideas on politics and education, and decided to test his 
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pedagogical theories on his firstborn, even though she was not the 
son he had expected. As soon as Margaret was able to quit the 
nursery he took complete charge of her. He bought her clothes, 
and supervised her every activity. Early aware of her precocity, he 
forced her mental development to the utmost. He taught her Eng- 
lish grammar and Latin in her sixth year; in her seventh he had her 
read Virgil, Ovid, and Horace for their Roman virtues. At the same 
time he gave her the freedom of his compact library closet, and she 
took joyous advantage of it during the hours she was not preparing 
her arduous lessons. He insisted on accuracy in her daily recita- 
tions, and often kept her until long past her bedtime before he was 
satisfied with her progress. As a consequence she sometimes left 
him feeling so excited and unstrung that she dreaded closing her 
eyes and finally would fall asleep only to experience terrifying night- 
mares. Yet she accepted her solitude and her intensive training as 
a matter of course, and later wrote of this period of her life with- 
out rancor and with little regret. 

Margaret matured like a forced plant. Without regular play- 
mates, with little opportunity to vent her normal animal zest, she 
devoted most of her childhood to study and reading. In the realm 
of classical and modern literature she roamed from peak to peak 
with exceptional ease. The heroes of mythology and the great char- 
acters of Shakespeare, Fielding, Cervantes, and Moli&re engrossed 
her imagination. Her father, however, who treated her as “ a living 
mind ” and precious instrument, was closest to her heart and she 
yearned to have him all to herself. She sometimes dreamt “ of fol- 
lowing to the grave the body of her mother/' and “ of horses tram- 
pling over her ” — evidences of her sexual precocity. Indeed, at the 
age of thirteen she appeared physically and mentally full-grown 
and was accepted as such by her elders. When her father sent her 
to a finishing school in her fourteenth year, she had great difficulty 
in adjusting herself to the less mature ways and views of her class- 
mates and, after two years, was greatly relieved to return to the 
comforting solitude of her father's library. 

Throughout her teens ambition coursed through her conscious- 
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ness like a burning fever. In her eagerness to acquire superior 
knowledge and understanding, she read as avidly as Gibbon: his- 
tory, metaphysics, and foreign languages and literatures became 
her steady diet. For a time she went to a boys’ school to study Greek; 
what man could do she would do. When the more serious Harvard 
freshmen of the class of 1829 began to take note of her, she en- 
joyed matching wits with them and made lifelong friends of sev- 
eral of them. She also began to appear in society, and assisted her 
father in entertaining a large and distinguished gathering at a 
reception in honor of President John Quincy Adams. But her arro- 
gant impatience with polite small talk and her uncouth manners 
alienated many Cambridge matrons, and she was glad to place her- 
self under the tutelage of Mrs. Eliza Farrar, author of A Manual 
for Young Ladies. 

The tragedy of Margaret’s life now began to cut into her sensi- 
tive heart. Of an intensive nature, her need for emotional fulfil- 
ment was strong and irrepressible. She craved not only admiration 
but affection. Yet no young man appeared to pay court to her. 
Harvard students were eager to converse with her, to enjoy the 
sparkling brilliance of her wit, to open their secret thoughts to her 
— but it never occurred to them to make love to her. For Margaret 
lacked physical charm: her bony face and blinking eyes failed to 
invite amorous glances. Not that she was homely. Emerson, who 
was at first disagreeably impressed by her appearance, soon found 
that “ when she was intellectually excited, or in high animal spir- 
its, as often happened, all deformity of features was dissolved in 
the power of expression.” Yet the knowledge that she was not at- 
tractive was wormwood to her colossal ego. “ I hate not to be beau- 
tiful,” she confessed years later. 

She would gladly have exchanged all her intellectual attainments 
for the normal joys of the wife and mother. If she “ was not bom 
to the common womanly lot,” however, she was determined to be 
admired as a sibyl. To this end she intensified her studies during 
the next few years and adopted the maxim: “ Make the emotions 
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the servant, not the master of the soul.” Because the W eltschmerz 
of the German Romantics fitted her mood, she zealously studied 
their writings and later became the “ Germanico ” of her Trans- 
cendental circle. Goethe’s genius impressed her most deeply. She 
became one of his early American disciples, and for years prepared 
herself to write his biography. 

For a long time her compensating conceit strove with her 
Goethean “ extraordinary generous-seeking ” for mastery. “ There 
is no modesty or moderation in me/' she admitted to T. W. Hig- 
ginson. Fully aware of her great gifts, yet always conscious of her 
plain face, she was at all times eager to assert her intellectual superi- 
ority. Her queenly bearing and her romantic predilections helped 
her to idealize herself as a sovereign of the mind. “ I now know 
all the people worth knowing in America/' she once asserted, “ and 
I find no intellect comparable to my own." Nor was this an idle 
boast, as Emerson and other eminent thinkers were soon to dis- 
cover. 

Her eagerness to lift human beings to her own high level caused 
her to castigate them for their shortcomings and to spur them 
with her caustic wit. This forthrightness, softened by an outgoing 
generosity of spirit, drew to her the discerning youth of Cambridge. 
Her magnetic personality encouraged them to overlook her obtru- 
sive conceit and her sharp tongue in order that they might enjoy 
her exciting intellect. Regarding her more as a disembodied intelli- 
gence than as a girl of flesh and blood, they shared with her the 
woes of the world and communicated to her their innermost 
thoughts and feelings. And she helped them to unfold their powers 
and solve their personal problems with rare unselfishness. Those 
she cared for particularly she cultivated with a tender solicitude that 
bound them to her for life. “ The friends whom her strength of 
mind drew to her," Emerson declared, “ her good heart held fast; 
and few persons were ever the objects of more persevering kind- 
ness/' 

Margaret was twenty-three when her father, disappointed .politi- 
cally and professionally, decided to move with his family to a farm 
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near Groton. The change was repugnant to her, but she knew 
better than to oppose it. For the next two years she led a secluded 
and unrewarding existence: she helped her mother with the house- 
work, tutored her younger brothers and sisters, and assisted her 
father in his study of American history. Hard work and inner fret- 
ting made her an easy victim of an attack of brain fever, and for 
nine days she was in mortal danger. She had hardly regained her 
health when her father fell ill of Asiatic cholera and died within 
twenty hours. The blow was as severe as it was sudden, but she 
bore up under it with remarkable courage. With her mother self- 
effacing and unfitted to deal with the outside world, Margaret ac- 
cepted her new duties as head of the family and reconciled herself 
to the deep disappointment of having to give up a trip to Europe 
with Harriet Martineau, who had recently befriended her. 

Grief and discontent had shaken her to the roots; her Journal 
of that period gives evidence of severe soul-searching. But by the 
following summer she had regained her emotional stability and 
decided to seek a teaching position in order to improve the family 
income. In September 1836 she was engaged by Bronson Alcott to 
teach in his Temple School in Boston and was delighted to quit 
the farm where she had 44 to give up all which my heart had for 
years desired.” 

Margaret Fuller's coming to Boston was both a resurrection and 
a flowering. She was so happy to live once again in a center of cul- 
ture that she did not mind the loneliness of the first weeks or the 
hard wotk that sapped her strength throughout that winter. For she 
was not only teaching Latin and French at the school but also giv- 
ing private lessons in German and Italian and reading German 
aloud to Dr. William H. Channing one evening a week; in addi- 
tion, of course, she continued her omnivorous reading and study. 
Yet she rejoiced in this “ incessant toil,” since it brought her in 
contact with the choicest spirits of the land. Although her brusque 
manner and caustic tongue discouraged the more tender minds, 
enough persons of prominence had befriended her to give her the 

[98] 



MARGARET FULLER 


satisfaction of having become an integral part of Boston's circle of 
intellectuals. * 

Her greatest conquest was Ralph Waldo Emerson, to whom 
Harriet Martineau had introduced her and whom she had visited 
in Concord during the previous summer. The young philosopher 
was at first on the defensive: her plain face and blinking eyes only 
accentuated her 44 rather mountainous ME.” After their initial 
meeting he recorded: 44 We shall not get far. ... I am a little 
afraid of her, she has such an overpowering personality.” But she 
was not easily discouraged. She knew his worth, was certain that 
friendship would stimulate both of them, and made no secret of her 
wish to gain it. Before her visit was ended she thawed his inhos- 
pitable prudery. Repeated meetings only strengthened their bond 
of sympathetic understanding. Margaret opened his eyes to a vision 
of truth and universality that added to his own; Emerson instilled 
in her a sense of serenity and assurance that she had not known 
before meeting him and that helped her fully to unfold her ideal- 
istic self. 

Happy though she was in Boston, she was too much in need of a 
larger income not to accept the offer from the Greene Street School 
in Providence at the unprecedented annual salary of a thousand 
dollars. During the two years that she held the post she continued 
to regard Boston as her spiritual home and maintained a large cor- 
respondence with the friends she had left behind. She also kept up 
her studies in European literature and philosophy and translated 
Eckermann's Conversations With Goethe for George Ripley's new 
series of standard foreign works. Her holidays were spent in the 
Massachusetts capital, where she attended art exhibits and classical 
concerts and exchanged views with a growing circle of intellectuals 
who were searching their souls foT the key that would unlock the 
secret of philosophical certainty. In. 1839 she decided that teaching 
children was not her final vocation — that it was time to strike out 
for her appointed place in a broader world. 

The Boston to which Margaret returned was in the full career 
of a seething cultural upsurge. The Puritanism that had ednfined 
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the life of New Englanders for two centuries had been thrust aside 
by an impatient generation which knew not the Calvinistic Math- 
ers and which found Dr. Channing's Unitarianism pale and inef- 
fectual. Not religion but philosophy, not salvation but social reform, 
became the goals of the young men and women who had tasted of 
European Romanticism and found it good. Perfection appeared to 
them a feasible reality; education a talisman with which to acquire 
all that the imagination conceived. Everyone was engaged in study: 
mill hands and chambermaids were as preoccupied with self-im- 
provement as were their wealthy employers. Lecture-going had be- 
come a passion, and the Lyceums were crowded with eager audi- 
ences. Those who had become aware of the businessman’s crass 
materialism began to hatch utopian schemes to rid the world of 
greed and inequality; others preferred to dwell in the clouds 
of soulful talk and educational fantasy. 

Margaret, culturally in full flower and with a mind that probed 
deeper and ranged farther than those of her contemporaries, was 
quick to assert her superior gifts. Her eloquence and passionate 
vitality made her the center of every discussion in which she par- 
ticipated. Emerson, with whom she frequently shared honors at 
these gatherings, admitted that she “ always appeared to unexpected 
advantage in conversation with a circle of persons, with more 
common sense and sanity than any other, — though her habitual 
vision was through colored lenses.” This notable success as a mod- 
erator led her, logically enough, to decide upon the career of a 
“ paid Corinne.” 

She had long been fretting at the restrictions laid on women. 
Brought up by her father as the equal of any man, conscious of her 
worth and yet vexed by her lack of beauty, she chafed at the thought 
of being deprived of certain rights and privileges simply because 
she was a woman. “ I have often had reason to regret being of 
the softer sex and never more than now,” she wrote at the time 
when, as the nearest male kin, her dour uncle took charge of her 
father’s estate. It was therefore natural for her, in capitalizing upon 
her speaking ability, to wish to further the cause of equal rights. 
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She decided upon a feminine audience and upon topics of special 
benefit to it. But she did»not want to lecture to her hearers: she 
wished rather to discuss with them such questions as, “ What were 
we bom to do? and how shall we do it? to bring these women 
out of their stuffy parlors and help them acquire the knowledge 
and self-reliance that would compel men to accept them as their 
equals. Her first course of ten Conversations began on November 
6, 1839. Twenty-five women attended, among them the most intel- 
ligent in Boston. The respect which the most eminent men of the 
city had for Margaret’s gifts made it possible for their wives and 
daughters proudly to venture into a public activity previously open 
to them only at their peril. The topic was Greek Mythology, and 
the praise of heathen Greeks at a Christian meeting so disturbed 
her inexperienced audience that she had to do most of the talking 
at first. But she soon enlivened everyone with her volcanic person- 
ality; her penetrating analysis of myths hitherto accepted uncriti- 
cally opened the minds of her hearers to new and exhilarating 
vistas. Before the course was far along they were actively partici- 
pating in the discussions and gaining that firmness of intellect 
which speeded the organization of the feminist movement. 

The notable success of these Conversations led immediately to 
a second course, this time on the fine arts. Again these novel two- 
hour discussions attracted a maximum audience, and once more 
Margaret’s regal manner and brilliant talk made the women her 
grateful debtors. At their urging she prepared new courses of Con- 
versations and gave them regularly until she left for New York in 
1844. In March 1841 she opened the Conversations to men as well, 
and a number of the intellectual leaders paid two dollars an eve- 
ning for the privilege of discussing literary and philosophical prob- 
lems with the queen of conversationalists. 

Margaret Fuller’s determination to achieve fame was now real- 
ized. Alcott, himself a fountain of eloquence, extolled her as “ the 
most commanding talker of her day.” After attending one of her 
discussions. Dr. Channing wrote that “she blended feminine 
receptiveness with masculine energy. By the intensity of her ebneep- 
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tions, she brought out in those around her, their own conscious- 
ness ” Emerson likewise averred that her conversation was 44 in ele- 
gance, in range, in flexibility, and adroit transition, in depth, in 
cordiality, and in moral aim, altogether admirable, surprising and 
cheerful as a poem, and communicating its own civility and eleva- 
tion like a charm to all hearers/' No wonder that she preened her- 
self as the most celebrated woman in Boston! 

All this admiration yielded her nothing of the emotional fulfil- 
ment she craved. To her Journal she confided her anguished 
heart: 44 With the intellect I always have, always shall, overcome; 
but that is not half the work. The life, the life! O, my God! shall 
the life never be sweet? " Nor did she know that her very self- 
consciousness drove men away from her. Even Samuel Gray Ward, 
who had come closest in his admiration of her, was in the end dis- 
couraged by her equivocal and neurotic behavior. All she could do 
was to express this sense of failure in one of her frequent prayers: 
u I am weary of thinking. Oh God, take me! take me wholly! . . . 
No fellow being will receive me. I cannot pause; they will not de- 
tain me by their love. . . 

Margaret's next venture was the editing of the Dial, the organ 
of the Transcendentalists. The latter were a small group of think- 
ers and reformers who, after 1836, met irregularly and infrequently 
to discuss the ideas and problems uppermost in their minds. Emer- 
son, Alcott, Theodore Parker, and George Ripley were among the 
leaders; Margaret and about a dozen others joined the conversations 
at one time or another. These idealists had no common philosophy 
and no definite program. They all believed, however, in 44 the in- 
alienable integrity of man " and in his 44 birthright to a universal 
good." Many of them were ministers in reaction against Puritan 
orthodoxy; others showed the influence of Greek philosophy and 
German metaphysics; all were humanitarians recoiling from the 
materialism about them. Margaret's mind was enthusiastic rather 
than reflective; but she compensated this deficiency by her powers 
of analysis and expression and by her great knowledge of modem 
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writing. These qualifications made her the logical choice as edi- 
tor when the group decided to issue a quarterly that would reflect 
the latest trends in philosophy and literature. 

The first issue appeared in July 1840, and she herself had to fill 
space reserved for procrastinating contributors. But the immediate 
success of the periodical enabled her thereafter to publish the best 
contemporary writing without paying for it. Especially noteworthy 
was her ability to seek out the timid neophytes and nurse their 
talents to rapid fruition. Yet her policy of letting everyone have 
his say, even to the magazine's hurt, soon met with the inevitable 
disapproval. The conservatives condemned the quarterly for its 
very existence. But even its friends found fault: the radicals did 
not like its conventional part; the social reformers complained it 
was impractical; and the literary critics were annoyed by the un- 
even style. Most of them, moreover, could not accept the idea of 
a woman editor and insisted that what the periodical needed most 
of all was a masculine emphasis. The circulation, small at best, had 
dwindled to fewer than one hundred copies at the end of the sec- 
ond year. Margaret saw no advantage in continuing her thankless 
task and gave over the editorship to Emerson, who accepted it re- 
luctantly in order not to let it fall into the hands of the “ Humanity 
and Reform men." With young Thoreau's help the number of 
subscribers rose to about 250, but after two years more the Dial was 
suspended. It had served its purpose well as a vehicle for the ris- 
ing generation and the new philosophy, and Emerson had other 
work to do. 

About the time the Dial was launched George Ripley began to 
plan for a utopian farm community, based on the Transcendental 
principle of plain living and high thinking. Numerous similar pha- 
lanxes were then being operated by foreigners who had come to 
this country in the hope of bringing heaven upon earth. Ripley's 
Brook Farm was the first venture into utopia by native Americans. 
When the idea was broached to the group of T ranscendentalists, 
Emerson was cool, Alcott thought the plan not severe enough, 
while Margaret, though sympathetic, remembered too well the 
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dreary years on the Groton farm to chance a similar experience. 
Moreover, as an advocate of self-reliance she objected to “ doing 
things in crowds” “ Why bind oneself to a central or any other 
doctrine? ” she asked rhetorically. “ How much nobler stands a 
man entirely unpledged, unboundl Association may be the great 
experiment of the age, still it is only an experiment.” 

Nevertheless she was too much the utopian idealist not to favor 
the attempt at human betterment. It was only her esthetic recoil 
from the “rabid and exaggerated” behavior of the Abolitionist 
leaders that had kept her from joining the reform which was then 
most in the limelight; later, from the vantage point of the Roman 
Revolution of 1848, she came to appreciate the high motive of the 
Garrisonians — “ it was really something worth living and dying 
for to free a great nation from such a terrible blot ” — and to regret 
her inactivity. Likewise, while she frowned upon the mechanical 
disciplines of Fourierism, she sympathized with its humanitarian 
aspirations. It was her belief that “ every noble scheme, every po- 
etic manifestation, prophesizes to man his eventual destiny.” She 
was therefore glad to visit Brook Farm whenever she could. Sev- 
eral of her Conversations were given there. The grateful commu- 
nity honored her as one of its distinguished guests. Only Haw- 
thorne, whom she had met at Brook Farm and who had seemed 
eager enough to be friends with her, wrote disparagingly of her as 
44 the stump-oratress ” in The Blithedale Romance , which he pub- 
lished after her death. This novel of the utopian experiment is 
probably chiefly responsible for the much closer association of her 
name with Brook Farm than is warranted by the facts. 

An unexpected but welcome invitation in the spring of 1843 
made it possible for her to visit the Great Lakes country and to 
observe life on the frontier at first hand. She recorded her impres- 
sions in Summer on the Lakes , her first work, which in form is remi- 
niscent of Heine's Reisebilder and which reveals clearly her inter- 
ests and sympathies. She deplored the tendency of farmers to send 
their children to schools in the East and thus to unfit them for 
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life on the prairie. She also deprecated the “ comfortless and la- 
borious life” of most ofHhe women; by comparison she found 
the Indian squaw enjoying a higher social status within the tribe. 
The raw injustice towards the Indians evoked her strongest con- 
demnation — “ The white man as yet is a half-tamed pirate, and 
avails himself as much as ever of the maxim, ‘ Might makes 
right.’ ” 

Horace Greeley, a West enthusiast and reformer, was so favor- 
ably impressed by the little book that he offered Margaret the 
position of literary critic on the Tribune. She was delighted with 
this opportunity to make her way in the American metropolis, as 
the trip west had made her aware of Boston’s parochial limitations. 
First, however, she wished to complete the expansion of an essay 
on equal rights into a volume, and did not begin her journalistic 
career until December 1844. 

Woman in the Nineteenth Century, published early in 1845, 
was the first book on feminism in this country and was praised and 
denounced with equal heat. Essentially Margaret argued for the 
right of women to develop their talents in accord with their in- 
herent natures. She defended as persons worthy of honor Mary 
Wollstonecraft and George Sand, at that time scorned as immoral 
freaks. Drawing upon her enormous reading, she demonstrated 
that her sex had always been stultified and conditioned against 
“ originality of thought and character.” She urged women to stand 
firmly on their own feet, to develop “ self-subsistence in its two 
forms of self-reliance and self-impulse.” So far as she was con- 
cerned, women were capable of filling any office — even that of 
“ sea-captains ” — and had in fact already “ taken possession of so 
many provinces for which men had pronounced them unfit, that 
although these still declare there are some inaccessible to them, it 
is difficult to say just where they must stop.” 

Yet she was too much the reformer and Transcendentalist to 
advocate mere equality. Perfection was to her the ultimate goal. 
Denying that love encompassed woman’s whole existence, she ex- 
horted her sex to clear their “ souls from the taint of vanity ” and 
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to cultivate their potent moral power in order to achieve nobility 
in themselves and to lift men to their own level. 

You see the men [she counseled], how they are willing to sell shame- 
lessly the happiness of countless generations of fellow-creatures, the 
honor of their country, and their immortal souls for a money market 
and political power. . . . Tell these men that you will not accept the 
glittering baubles, spacious dwellings, and plentiful service they mean 
to offer you through these means. Tell them that the heart of Woman 
demands nobleness and honor in man, and that if they have not purity, 
have not mercy, they are no longer fathers, lovers, husbands, sons of 
yours. 

Horace Greeley soon had reason to congratulate himself on his 
choice of Margaret Fuller as his literary critic. The quality of her 
reviews made them one of the Tribune’s special features. With the 
possible exception of Poe, she was the first American to write of 
books with objectivity and deep critical acumen. Her thorough 
study of European literature and of Goethe in particular enabled 
her to expose the provincialism, the imitativeness, and the general 
mediocrity of much American writing. She dissected the books 
under scrutiny without fear or favor, and she shocked many of her 
readers by devastating criticisms of such popular poets as Lowell 
and Longfellow. Only Emerson’s verse and Hawthorne’s fiction 
appeared to her to measure up to the best work of European writ- 
ers. Margaret’s evaluation of the leading English and Continental 
authors was equally penetrating. In all her reviews she adhered to 
the principle that “ a great work of Art demands a great thought, 
or a thought of beauty adequately expressed.” She tried her ut- 
most to develop the literary taste of her readers and to wean them 
from the prevailing pedantry and prudery. When her representa- 
tive reviews were collected and published in 1846 under the title 
of Papers on Literature and Art, they constituted a volume of the 
most distinguished criticism to appear in this country up to that 
time. 
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The realities of a newspaper office and the broader associations 
of the metropolis soon rubbed off a good deal of the mystic senti- 
mentalism — “ cant and nonsense ” to Greeley — which she had 
cultivated in Boston. She became keenly interested in the improve- 
ment of the city's charitable and reformatory institutions. The 
women prisoners at Sing Sing and Blackwell's Island attracted her 
particularly, and she spent days with them in intimate discussion. 
Convinced of their inherent goodness, she wrote about them with 
compassion at a time when social tabus excluded them from the 
ken of women of respectability, and so brought a new note into the 
incipient agitation for penal reform. 

Margaret was soon as popular in New York as she had been in 
Boston. But no amount of adulation could fill the void in her yearn- 
ing heart. “ I am alone, as usual," was her reply when asked why she 
had sighed so deeply at the end of a Valentine Day party. That same 
month, however, she met James Nathan, a German-Jewish mer- 
chant of cultural predilections, and fell in love with him. Flattered 
by her attention, he encouraged her interest in him. In her usual 
impetuous manner Margaret soon contrived to see him often. She 
wrote to him almost daily and made no secret of her affection for 
him. For the first time in her life she thought she was being wooed 
for herself and felt too grateful and too happy to bother with for- 
malities and reticences. Nathan was not equal to her passionate 
ardor, but for a time did his best to reciprocate. They had many ups 
and downs, yet went deeper right along. Nathan was becoming 
frightened; he could think only of flight, and sailed for Europe in 
June. 

Margaret now knew “ how wounds can burn and ache." She 
would have been disconsolate in her humiliation and misery had 
not her friends exerted themselves to help her to forget. On her 
return in October from a short vacation in Massachusetts she bus- 
ied herself with her work and did her best to put the unhappy 
experience out of mind. Thus the winter passed and the spring, 
and in the summer came the opportunity she had sought for so 
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many yean — a grand tour of Europe with dear friends, plus a cor- 
respondent’s assignment from the New York Tribune, her coun- 
try's most exciting daily. 

Margaret's reputation as a feminist and critic had preceded her 
to Great Britain, and she was everywhere received with marked 
cordiality. Her visits to the centers of manufacture and commerce 
— “ burning focuses of grief and vice ” — made it easy for her to 
join the cause of Reform and to associate with the liberals and Con- 
tinental exiles who came her way. Mazzini, whom she met at the 
Carlyles’, became one of her closest friends. The Carlyles received 
her many times, and although she found her Scottish host arrogant 
and overbearing — he was her match as a talker and shouted her 
down at will — she admired his great talents and powerful person- 
ality. 

In November she went to Paris and made the rounds of the gal- 
leries, theaters, and celebrities, and was greatly stimulated by her 
interview with George Sand. Here, too, she studied the life of the 
workers and was keenly affected by their wretched poverty. The 
sight of this misery made her overcome her earlier distaste for 
Fourier’s doctrines. “ I should pity the person,” she wrote, “ who, 
after the briefest sojourn in Manchester and Lyons, the most super- 
ficial acquaintance with the population of London and Paris, could 
seek to hinder a study of his thoughts, or to be wanting in rever- 
ence for his purposes.” 

The Italians quickly impressed her with their “ capacity for pure, 
exalting passion.” In Rome, which she reached the following April, 
she absorbed the imposing richness and dignity of its antiquities 
and churches with the zeal of a pious pilgrim. Here again, how- 
ever, she was not satisfied to remain merely the disinterested tourist. 
She was quick to note the incipient restiveness of the people and 
soon became an active participant in their agitation for national 
independence. Her frequent letters to the Tribune and to friends 
reveal a deepened awareness of the world, an eagerness to bring 
about the rebirth of a new society. “ I see the future dawning,” she 
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wrote to William Channing in May 1847; “it is in important 
aspects Fourier's future." * 

Shortly after coming to Rome, while visiting St. Peter's, Margaret 
met Giovanni Angelo Ossoli and was immediately attracted to him. 
He was of a noble family, but of little education and less means; 
moreover, he was only twenty-six years old and she was nearing her 
thirty-seventh birthday. But he made himself very useful to her as 
a guide and gazed upon her with a yearning that made her quick 
with happiness. What mattered age or station, she wondered, so 
long as there was understanding and affinity? “ Woman is bom for 
love," she asserted about that time, “ and it is impossible to turn 
her from seeking it." With George Sand as her model and with the 
long-repressed woman in her crying for affection, it was easy for 
her to welcome Ossoli as her destined lover. When she returned to 
Rome in October, after a tour of other parts of Italy, her erstwhile 
guide was waiting for her and made himself her almost inseparable 
companion. 

The movement for Italian liberation was gaining momentum. 
Revolution was in the air. The downfall of Louis Philippe in France 
and of Metternich in Austria encouraged the Italians to seek the 
overthrow of their own despots . Pope Pius IX at first led them 
to expect political reforms in the Roman States, but the aggressive 
mood of the people frightened him and he withdrew his support 
of the liberals. Mazzini and Garibaldi, however, proceeded without 
his approval. 

More than any other English-speaking resident in Rome, Mar- 
garet Fuller knew the unhappy history of the divided country and 
was very eager to work for its national unity. But she expected 
more than political freedom; she wanted to see social betterment 
as well. Indeed the socialistic agitation appealed to her as just and 
commendable. “ Our age is one where all things tend to a great 
crisis," she wrote in October 1847; “ not merely to revolution, but 
to radical reform." So preoccupied had she become with the thought 
of a better world that on the first day of what she knew would be 
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’ a momentous year she could not help reflecting on the pitiful state 
of Europe after eighteen centuries of Christian culture. 44 Where 
is the genuine democracy to which the rights of all men are holy? 
... If we consider the amount of truth that has really been spoken 
out in the world, and the love that has beat in private hearts . . . 
the public failure seems amazing, seems monstrous/' Nor did she 
exclude the United States from this indictment, excoriating it as 
“ the darkest offender because with the least excuse." It was at this 
time that she expressed her admiration for the Abolitionists, whose 
rabid behavior she could not endure while at home but whose moral 
motive now appealed to her as noble and heroic. 

The flame of revolution which spread so rapidly through West- 
ern Europe during the early months of 1848 warmed her respon- 
sive heart. 44 It is a time such as I always dreamed of," she wrote to 
Channing in April. And a month later she excused herself to Emer- 
son for not accepting his invitation to take ship with him from 
London: 44 I should like to return with you, but I have much to do 
and learn in Europe yet. I am deeply interested in the public 
drama, and wish to see it played out . Methinks I have my part 
therein, either as actor or historian." It was her intention to be 
both. Her letters to the Tribune , giving a clear and acute analysis 
of the prevailing political and social conditions in Europe, served 
well as material for her history. At the same time she participated 
actively in the increasing agitation in Rome, and when Mazzini re- 
turned to it after seventeen years of exile she became his associate 
and confidante. 

But now there was crisis in her private life: she became pregnant 
Her first reaction was one of despair. 44 This incubus of the future " 
caused her to write to Caroline Sturgis: 4< I have no reason to hope 
that I shall not reap what I have sown, and do not. Yet how I shall 
endure it I cannot guess." But her good sense kept her buoyant and 
balanced. She married Ossoli privately, and shortly thereafter left 
for Rieti to await the birth of her child. The baby came early in 
September and Margaret had a difficult and anxious time with the 
doctor and the wet-nurse. Two months later, badly in need of money 
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and eager to resume her part in the social drama, she arranged for 
the care of her infant son*and returned to Rome. To her mother 
she wrote cryptically: “ In earlier days I dreamed of doing and 
being much, but now am content with the Magdalen to rest my 
plea hereon, ‘ She has loved much ! ” 

Her return to the city almost coincided with the Pope’s flight 
from it. The subsequent establishment of the Roman Republic 
gave her great joy. “ I pass whole days abroad,” wrote the erstwhile 
bluestocking and bookworm; “ sometimes I take a book, but seldom 
read it: — why should I, when every stone talks? ” But the forces 
of revolt were still too weak to oppose the French army which 
Napoleon had ordered to restore the Pope to his throne. When 
General Oudinot began the attack on Rome in April, Margaret took 
charge of a hospital and worked day and night to minister to the 
wounded. The tragedy of the siege drained her vitality even more 
than the physical strain. “ O Rome, my country,” she cried to 
Emerson that June. “ Could I imagine that the triumph of what 
I held dear was to heap such desolation on my head! ” And a 
month later, after the defeat of the Garibaldi Legion, she con- 
fessed to Channing: “ Private hopes of mine have fallen with the 
hopes of Italy. I have played for a new stake and lost it. Life looks 
too difficult.” She was “ tired out — tired of thinking and hoping — 
tired of seeing men err and bleed.” 

Friends helped her and Ossoli to reach Rieti, where they found 
their son half-starved and ill. He reacted very quickly to their 
tender nursing, however, and the little family settled in Florence 
for the winter. Margaret now had to appear before her friends as 
a wife and mother and was greatly relieved to find them accepting 
her new role as a matter of course. For the next few months she 
worked on her history of the Roman Revolution. In the spring the 
lack of means and a reluctance to remain in an Italy no longer 
congenial to her speeded her decision to return to the United 
States. Numerous difficulties, real and fancied, confronted her — 
the most immediate being the high cost of travel for the three of 
them. But with the help of solicitous friends she succeeded in ar- 
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ranging for their passage on the Elizabeth , a small and slow ship, 
and sailed from Gibraltar on June 19. As the vessel approached 
Fire Island exactly a month later, a storm smashed it against a 
sandbar within a few hundred yards of the shore. No help came 
during the gale, and in the confusion Margaret and her husband 
and child were washed into the sea and drowned. Most of her 
belongings, including the manuscript on the Roman Revolution, 
were lost with her. 

It was a striking tribute to Margaret’s personality that her tragic 
death should have caused such genuine grief among so many per- 
sons on both sides of the Atlantic. The Brownings, who had be- 
friended her in Florence, were deeply shocked; Landor wrote a long 
poem to her memory; Lowell and Longfellow, forgetting the hurt 
of her criticism, were quick to extol her genius; Mazzini, again in 
London, was disconsolate. Even the dour Carlyle was moved to 
praise her in his characteristic fashion: “ Such a predetermination 
to eat this big universe as her oyster or her egg, and to be absolute 
empress of all height and glory in it that her heart could conceive, 
I have not before seen in any human soul.” Emerson, with whom 
she had been most intimate, recorded the sad tidings in his Jour- 
nal: “To the last her country proves inhospitable to her; brave, 
eloquent, subtle, accomplished, devoted, constant soul! ... I 
have lost in her my audience.” With several of her other lifelong 
friends he proceeded at once “ to build her a cairn ” — which mate- 
rialized early in 1852 in the two-volume Memoirs of Margaret Fuller 
Ossoli , a somewhat bowdlerized but deeply moving account of her 
life and character. 

Time has made secure her prominent position in the cultural 
history of the United States. Although her tragic death cut off her 
productivity before it had reached its maturest fruition, her person- 
ality had impressed itself indelibly upon her generation. Her great 
intellectual vigor, her extraordinary generosity of spirit, and above 
all her passionate criticism of the parochialism and materialism 
about her, made her the effective leader of those who resented the 
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restraints of their Calvinistic environment and sought to enthrone 
the precious freedoms of*civilized man. It is this championing of 
human rights, this abhorrence of oppression and inequality of any 
kind, that still endears her name to all lovers of liberty and democ- 
racy. 



ALBERT BRISBANE 

SOCIAL DREAMER 


M ost encyclopedias, the Britannica included, make no men- 
tion of Albert Brisbane, although they pay homage to his 
son Arthur’s journalistic attainments. The only published 
study of his life and work remains his wife’s “ mental biography,” 
which appeared shortly after his death in 1890. Yet throughout 
the 1840’$ he was widely acclaimed as an eminent social philoso- 
pher. As the interpreter and promoter of Fourier’s grand scheme 
of Association he became the leader of a reform movement that 
swept across the United States. Horace Greeley was one of his first 
converts and opened to him the columns of the influential Tribune; 
Parke Godwin, of the New York Evening Post, became one of 
his ardent admirers; the Transcendcntalists of Brook Farm swal- 
lowed Brisbane’s doctrine whole. About 8000 Americans in all in- 
vested their goods and their future in Fourieristic phalanxes. These 
enthusiasts believed that the success of their experimental commu- 
nities would speedily bring the millennium, and united in national 
conventions to hasten the coming of the glorious day. Their dreams 
were of short duration; one after another the phalanxes collapsed 
like pricked balloons. 

Yet although Fourier’s utopia went the way of all panaceas, it 
stirred the enthusiasm of many Americans for more than a decade 
and made a definite impress upon the nineteenth-century move- 
ment for social reform. Brisbane’s reputation rests squarely on the 
importance of Association in the history of American culture. 
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Bom in 1809 in the frontier environment of Batavia, New York, 
young Albert Brisbane was more interested in outdoor life than in 
his school work. His intelligent and well-to-do parents permitted 
him the freedom of the forest, and he spent much of his early 
adolescence in hunting and fishing. While on one such excursion 
at the age of fifteen a “ spontaneous intuition ” suddenly revealed 
to him that he “ belonged to a vast army in which each individual 
had his place and function, and that those who left its ranks to 
attend to individual concerns could not advance in the great achieve- 
ment to which they were destined/' This vision of the duty of man 
never left him. The belief that “ it is not right for the individual 
to work for himself ” motivated all his future study and striving. 

That same year his father sent him to a school in New York. The 
friendship of one of his teachers, an ingenious and independent 
pedagogue, enabled him not only to acquire a solid knowledge of 
foreign languages but also to familiarize himself with the exciting 
intellectual ferment of the Continental capitals. As a consequence 
he conceived a great eagerness to study philosophy and the theory 
of social progress at their sources and persuaded his parents to let 
him go to France. In May 1828 he sailed for Paris in the hope of 
finding an answer to the question: “ What is the destiny of man 
and what can I do to accelerate it? ” 

A year later, while eating ice cream during an intermission at 
the Paris Op£ra, young Brisbane received his second “ intuition 
“ that a certain class in society lived on the labor of the masses.” 
He had found his teachers, among the leading French thinkers, 
unsatisfactory guides. The lectures of Victor Cousin led him to 
Hegel — then the fountainhead of philosophy — and he went to 
Germany to seek enlightenment. After another year of intense 
study, this time with the acknowledged leaders of civilized thought, 
he found himself no nearer to a solution. As a democratic Ameri- 
can he refused to accept Hegel’s smug assumption that the Germans 
had attained the highest form of social development. But if young 
Brisbane could not subscribe to the tenets of German philosophy, 
he was delighted with the society of Berlin and took full ‘advan- 
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tage of the welcome that was given him as the only American stu- 
dent then in the Prussian capital. 

More eager than ever to learn the ways of men, he left Germany 
in 1830 for a tour that took him to Vienna, Turkey, Greece, Italy, 
France, England, and Ireland. Everywhere he observed the life of 
the people and was pained to note the poverty and inequality that 
existed universally and that seemed especially acute in Greece and 
Ireland. In France he was attracted to the Saint-Simonian move- 
ment, but could not fully accept the teachings of its leaders. Before 
returning to Berlin to study the social sciences he took stock of his 
intellectual acquisitions and summed them up as follows: (1) At 
fifteen he had discovered that “ man had a work to perform on this 
earth — a collective work — the function of the race.” (2) At nine- 
teen he had “speculated on the source of wealth.” (3) He had 
“ learned absolutely nothing ” from Cousin and Hegel. (4) On 
the elevation of woman depends the elevation of the race. ( 5) “ Po- 
litical reforms are of secondary importance, — that the reality is in 
the social organization and in the institutions of society.” (6) “ The 
source of wealth — the prosperity — of a nation is in its industrial 
organization . . . the equipment of productive labor.” 

Like so many other Americans of his generation, young Bris- 
bane grew into manhood with a messianic compulsion. He rea- 
soned that it was not God’s will that men should suffer, that there 
must be a way of eliminating squalor from the world. It was his 
eagerness to learn the thoughts of great minds on this problem that 
caused him to return to Berlin. But the eminent lecturers on social 
science satisfied him no more than Hegel had done the year before. 

While in this state of perplexity he began one day to look over 
Fourier’s new work, L’ Association Domestique-Agricole, which a 
Parisian friend had sent him. The book made “an indescribable 
impression ” upon his receptive mind. The very thought of “ dig- 
nifying and rendering attractive the manual labors of mankind ” 
struck the excited youth with the force of a revelation. He began 
at once to discuss the work with his German friends, to convey to 
them his enthusiasm for the author’s great discovery; their com- 
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plete indifference only deepened his zeal to learn more about the 
radical reform and he leff for Paris to make Fourier's acquaintance. 

Charles Fourier was sixty years old when Brisbane arranged with 
him for private instruction. As a young man he had been deprived 
of his inheritance by the French Revolution and deeply frightened 
by the excesses of the Terror. Later his dealings with fraudulent and 
greedy tradesmen had developed in him a strong antipathy towards 
bourgeois businessmen. The social anarchy brought about by the 
Industrial Revolution made him yearn for a world free from the 
rule of force and injustice. Influenced by the 44 positive ” and melior- 
ist thinkers of his day — a period marked by great intellectual en- 
ergy and emotional confusion — he began to devise a system of 
society in which every man lived in comfort and security. Of a pre- 
cise yet uncritical turn of mind, he studied the scientific as well 
as the pseudo-scientific theories of his contemporaries with equal 
zeal and planned to organize 44 the collective life of man on strictly 
scientific principles/' He believed that human motives and pas- 
sions were on the whole good; that commerce corrupted human 
nature; that our civilization, however faulty, was unwittingly pre- 
paring the forces which would raise mankind to the next stage of 
society's development — harmonious Association. This system — 
at once efficient and efficacious — would render manual labor dig- 
nified and attractive, would abolish poverty and inequality, and 
would make possible the highest scientific development and gen- 
eral human perfection. So deeply did he impress his views on the 
receptive Brisbane during their two years of almost daily contact 
that the young disciple came to regard him 44 among those bold 
and original geniuses, like Columbus, Copernicus and Newton, 
who open new paths to human science, and who appear upon the 
stage of the world to give it a new impetus, and exercise an influ- 
ence, which is to be prolonged for ages." 

In 1834, a ^ er yteTS abroad, Albert Brisbane returned to the 
United States. He was overflowing with faith in Fourier's social sys- 
tem and eager to familiarize his fellow Americans with his great 
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discovery; yet he was too much the dreamer and philosopher not 
to follow Fourier's practice of reflection rather than action. More- 
over, he had undermined his health during his sojourn in Europe 
and needed time to regain his strength. For the next few years he 
remained in seclusion, pondering the work of his master, relating 
the details of Association with man's activity throughout his his- 
toric development, preparing himself for the glorious task ahead. 
Yet he was at no time averse to making his views known to friends 
and sympathetic inquirers. By 1839 he had organized Fourier study 
groups in New York and Philadelphia. To these societies he lectured 
as often as he was able. All the while he was at work on his vigor- 
ous study of Association, The Social Destiny of Man. 

This work, which appeared in 1840, contains a persuasive discus- 
sion of Association, partly in Fourier's own words and partly in 
Brisbane’s. The zealous disciple was the ideal interpreter. He had 
so merged his views with those of his master that it was difficult to 
discern what he had borrowed from that which was his own. As a 
consequence Fourierism in the United States became synonymous 
with Brisbane's writings. 

The thesis of Association is thus stated by Brisbane: “ We assert 
that the evil, misery and injustice, now predominant on the earth, 
have not their foundation in political or administrational errors, in 
this defect or that institution, but in the False Organization of So- 
ciety A/one." To abolish the existing evils, therefore, it was neces- 
sary to reorganize society completely on a plan which would elimi- 
nate poverty and inefficiency and provide each human being with 
44 an ennolfling and pleasing activity ." Living in an age still largely 
agricultural, loathing the abuses of an emergent industrialism, seek- 
ing a solution that would obviate human exploitation and the de- 
facement of nature, Fourier had hit upon the idea of associative 
unity. His ideal was a small compact community living in harmony 
and comfort. In deliberating on the desirable size of the phalanx 
or group, he made use of prevailing statistical estimates that 
44 among every 810 persons Nature distributes all the talents neces- 
sary for excelling in the different branches of human activity." To 
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make sure that these self-contained communities should not suffer 
from any chance lack oflnecessary talent, he determined that each 
phalanx should contain at least twice that many members. This 
Association, 44 which would replace the desultory action of individ- 
uals by combined efforts of masses, distribute judiciously and appro- 
priately the capacity, talent and labor of the different sexes and 
ages, introduce method and a scientific system of cultivation in 
the place of waste and ignorance, would conflict with no rights or 
principles, but, on the contrary, would forward greatly the interests 
and welfare of all classes, both rich and poor/' To insure its success, 
he insisted that no phalanx must be begun with less capital than half 
a million dollars. Indeed, he had announced early in his career that 
at a certain hour he would wait daily in his study for the philanthro- 
pist ready to invest this amount of money to prove the validity of 
his theory, and for thirty years he continued to expect his rich visi- 
tor — - in vain. Brisbane, taking American conditions into account, 
thought a community of as few as four hundred members could 
thrive, provided it began with adequate capital. 

To demonstrate the superiority of Association over the existing 
form of 44 incoherent industry/' Brisbane presented the following 
comparative table: 


Result of Combined, 
Attractive Industry 

1. General and graduated riches 

2. Practical truth in business and 
social relations 

3. Real and effective liberty 

4. Constant peace 

5. Equilibrium of temperature 
and climate 

6. System of preventive medicine 

7. Opening offered to all amelio- 
rations and improvement 


Results of Incoherent, 
Repugnant Industry 

1. Indigence 

2. Fraud 

3. Oppression 

4. War 

5. Derangement of climate 

6. Diseases artificially produced 

7. Vicious circle without any 
opening for improvement 


Brisbane's eloquence and enthusiasm made the plan of Associa- 
tion plausible and persuasive to those of his readers in the early 
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i 84 o’s who were themselves in quest of a panacea. Even the more 
hard-headed had to admit that a phalanx of 300 families would be 
a more efficient economic unit than the same number of families 
living apart and in their own particular ways. To mention only the 
most elemental needs, the disunited families require 300 individual 
homes with the same number of kitchens, stoves, fires, sets of 
kitchen utensils, and women to do the work — “ which is the 
essence of complication and waste ”; the phalanx would meet these 
same needs much more satisfactorily with one great palace, three or 
four huge kitchens, a few large ranges and fires, and several expert 
cooks. This saving of labor and equipment would make possible a 
vastly increased productivity. The normal non-producers, such as 
women, children, servants, the idle rich and others, would become 
productive workers. In addition each person, stimulated by congen- 
ial tasks and naturally eager to excel within his own group, would 
tend to increase his output. Brisbane made this point forcefully: 

Hired labor between man and man, as it exists in civilization, is de- 
grading, besides being a source of petty tyranny, persecution, quarrels 
and litigation without end. In the combined order the individual has 
no superior but the Phalanx; if he performs duties for so high an em- 
ployer, there is something ennobling in it; if he obeys the calm decision 
of the mass, there is something honorable in it. 

The proper and able direction of this increased production would 
augment the income of the phalanx manifold and thus make 
possible undreamt of benefits and enjoyments to each member. 
In his enthusiasm Brisbane went so far as to assert that “ if Associa- 
tion raised every product to its highest degree of perfection, man 
should attain at least to a treble increase in strength, longevity and 
intelligence.” 

The keystone of Association was, of course, the promise to make 
labor attractive. The Social Destiny of Man begins with this assur- 
ance: We assert, and will prove, that Labor, which is now monot- 
onous, repugnant, and degrading, can be ennobled , elevated and 
made honorable; — or in other words, Industry can be rendered 
Attractivel It was obvious that to achieve this laudable goal it was 
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necessary to fit the work to be done to man's “ Passional System/' 
After many years of stud^ and reflection Fourier had discovered a 
total of twelve human passions or instincts: the five senses, four 
affective passions (friendship, love, ambition, paternity), and three 
distributive or directive passions. 44 Happiness," he argued, 44 con- 
sists in the continued satisfaction of the twelve passions harmoni- 
ously developed." This satisfaction can be attained within the pha- 
lanx by a proper and voluntary division of labor: each member 
would join the Groups and Series of workers which best suited his 
passional nature. The actual work of the phalanx was to be divided 
into three classes: necessary labor, useful labor, and pleasing labor; 
to insure a proper distribution of workers to each class, the highest 
wages were to be paid for necessary work and the lowest for pleasing 
work. To eliminate the element of repugnance from any sort of 
productive or 44 useful " labor, three conditions would be strictly 
observed: 44 1. Compact scale among Groups. 2. Short duration of 
occupations, and free choice of the same. 3. Parcelled exercise in 
occupations and functions." The right of members to choose the 
nature of their work and to change their occupations every hour or 
two would eliminate the distasteful elements of employment — 
compulsion and monotony. 

Fourier knew that even the highest wages would not attract volun- 
teers to perform the uncleanly yet unavoidable tasks of the phalanx. 
To solve this difficulty he made use of his discovery that boys be- 
tween the ages of nine and sixteen have little antipathy to 44 dirty 
or offensive contacts." He therefore provided that these youngsters 
be organized into a 44 Sacred Legion " to assume the repulsive labors 
and be awarded the highest honors at the disposal of the phalanx. 
The work would be so arranged, of course, that no boy would be 
so employed more than two hours a day. 

An important element of Association was the scheme of educa- 
tion for children from infancy through adolescence. According to 
Fourier, 44 Nature demands the education of children in masses, as 
well for their own good as for the comfort of the parents." In order 
that mothers might be as free and productive as the other adults of 
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the phalanx, skilled nurses and teachers were to be provided for 
the care of the children, who would be separated into the quiet, the 
restless, and the turbulent. Refinement of the senses would be- 
gin at the age of six months; the suckling of infants would cease 
on their first birthday. During their second year they would be re- 
garded as the Weaned, and as Little Commencers during their 
third. In their fourth year they would enter the first order of the 
Initiated and would begin to earn their maintenance by doing work 
according to their capacities. As they grew older and gained in skill 
they would advance from one order to the next until they reached 
the sixth at maturity. Since admission to each order was condi- 
tioned upon increased skill and knowledge, the children would 
voluntarily solicit instruction in both. Upon reaching the age of 
nine they would be induced to seek the welfare of the phalanx as a 
whole in order that they might willingly undertakp the tasks that 
were repugnant to their elders. 

The distribution of income was considered carefully by both 
Fourier and Brisbane. The latter, the greater humanitarian, was the 
less tolerant of capitalist enterprise. “ The tyranny of capital/' he 
asserted hopefully, “ one of the last relics of tyranny, and the most 
repulsive, will be swept from the face of the earth by Association/' 
Even Brisbane, however, believed in individual property and in 
the right of capitalists to a handsome profit. It was the hope of 
both men that the benefits of their plan would so appeal to the 
powerful and the rich as to turn them into “ the true leaders of the 
world, instead of its oppressors." To attract wealthy investors to his 
scheme Fourier provided for a relatively high share to be paid to 
capital out of the annual income of each phalanx. Brisbane put it 
as follows: 

The total product of a Phalanx from all sources, agriculture, manufac- 
ture, etc., is divided into three parts, or dividends, bearing to each other 
the following proportions: 5/12 to labor, 4/12 to capital, 3/12 to skill. 
Every man, woman and child receives on the day of the yearly settle- 
ment, a portion of one, two or all the above dividends, according to his 
or her labor, capital or skill. 
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An account would be kept with each individual member, from the 
four-year-olds in the first Grder to the most skilled or wealthy adult, 
and against it would be charged all purchases and services. Mem- 
bers would live modestly or luxuriously, according to their means 
and wishes, since they would be free to use their earnings as they 
pleased. To provide for these differences in taste and expenditures, 
the phalanx would offer meals, accommodations, and goods at 
several levels of cost. 

There is little point in going further into the detailed plan of 
Association. Brisbane's writings described its minutest aspects. His 
powerful will-to-believe imparted to the phalanx an impress of 
assured success. How could any social system fail which provided 
for “ convenient and labor-saving machinery . . . healthy, even 
elegant workshops . . . short sessions of labor . . . bringing the 
play of sentiments into industry, and identifying the social and the 
productive life of man? ” So unrestrained was his enthusiasm for 
Association during the early 1840’s that his claims for it, as recorded 
in his reminiscences, assumed cosmic proportions: 

I saw humanity united in a great whole — united in all the details of its 
material life: unity of language; unity in the means of communication; 
unity in all its enterprises, in its weights and measures, in its currency; 
concert and combination everywhere. I saw this associative humanity 
working with order, with concert, to realize some great purpose. I had 
a vivid conception of a great function as the destiny of this humanity; 
I saw the association of our globe and the humanities upon it to the 
Cosmic Globe to which they belong; I felt an instinctive pride in the 
great human race and an ambition to serve it — an ambition to be a part, 
however small and humble, in the vast organism, 

Albert Brisbane was not a leader of men. He had neither the 
fanatic drive nor the forceful personality of the successful crusader. 
Very mild-mannered and modest in deportment, uncompromising 
in his adherence to principle, always the student and dreamer 
rather than the man of action, he became the chief propagandist 
for Association only because he happened to be the first American 
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to have brought Fourier’s plan with him from Europe and to have 
presented it in explicit and appealing terms. The Social Destiny of 
Man, with its detailed and glowing exposition of the new utopia, ap- 
peared just as the victims of the panic of 1837 were emerging from 
economic distress and were favorably disposed towards a way of life 
that promised to be both stable and pleasant. Association offered 
them all this and much besides, and those who wished to learn 
more about it naturally turned to Brisbane. 

The first important convert was Horace Greeley who had read 
The Social Destiny of Man at the behest of the author and was 
completely won over by the humanitarian aspects of the plan. As 
he made clear during his journalistic controversy with Henry J. 
Raymond of The Courier and Enquirer over the merits of Associa- 
tion, he favored it because it promised its members a comfortable 
home, a good education, the opportunity to labor at a just and ade- 
quate recompense, agreeable social relations, and cultural oppor- 
tunities. “ Its grand aim,” he added, “ is to effect a Reconciliation 
of the interests of Capital and Labor, by restoring the natural Rights 
of the latter without trenching on the acquired Rights or Inter- 
ests of the former.” 

Greeley being a man of zeal, he at once joined forces with Bris- 
bane. For two months the pair issued Future, a weekly devoted to 
Industrial Association. When Greeley established The Tribune, he 
made it possible for Brisbane to print a daily column in that news- 
paper at a charge of $1 50 per week. He also took pains to call the at- 
tention of his many interested readers to this special column, and 
thus helped Brisbane spread the idea of Association over the entire 
country. A contemporary said of the effect of the column: “The 
rich were enticedl the poor were encouraged; the laboring classes 
were aroused; objections were answered; prejudices were annihi- 
lated, etc.” The angry attacks upon him from the conservative pulpit 
and press were proof of the wide influence of Brisbane’s writings. 
Parke Godwin, George Ripley, William H. Channing, and Charles 
A. Dana were among the leading converts during the two years in 
which the column appeared. Brisbane also edited The Chronicle, 
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wrote twice weekly for The Plebeian , and contributed articles to 
The Democrat and The *Dud. In addition he established The 
Phalanx, or Journal of Social Science, which appeared regularly 
from October 1843 until it was absorbed by The Harbinger some 
two years later. 

The years 1843-45 witnessed the formation of a great number of 
phalanxes throughout the northern half of the country — more by 
far than in all the rest of the world. One of the first was Sylvania 
Phalanx, organized by workers in western Pennsylvania. Its ardent 
leaders proceeded without Brisbane's approval, and having neither 
the capital nor the necessary skills they had to disband within six 
months. North American Phalanx, situated near Red Bank, New 
Jersey, was the most ambitious experiment of all. Brisbane gave it 
only his reluctant approval, but the other leading Associationists 
backed it with money and encouragement. At no time, however, 
did it have even a sizable fraction of the members and capital stipu- 
lated by Brisbane as the permissible minimum; counting 77 per- 
sons a the end of the first year, a little more than a hundred some- 
what later. Lack of money, morever, narrowed its enterprise and 
kept its income at a low level. Yet despite recurring internal dissen- 
sions the phalanx persereved for more than twelve years; ceasing 
to exist as an organized unit only after a fire had consumed its 
buildings. 

The Fouricrist movement in the United States attained its 
greatest effectiveness with the conversion of Brook Farm into a 
phalanx in 1844. The high cultural standards of this New Eng- 
land colony had given it a prestige far above that of any other 
existing community. Its reorganization on Fourierist lines could 
not but stimulate enthusiasts everywhere. The Friends of Associa- 
tion formed a national organization and elected George Ripley as 
their first president. Brisbane became known among them as the 
Great Disciple and his free-flowing eloquence warmed the hearts of 
his followers at the various assemblies. He was especially influential 
among the Brook Farmers and his visits with them were sympathet- 
ically recorded in numerous diaries. The vision of Utopia so carried 
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away many of the members that W. H. Channing spoke their 
minds when he wrote in The Harbinger: 

We have a solemn and glorious work before us: 1. To indoctrinate the 
whole people of the United States with the principles of Associative 
unity. 2. To prepare for the time when the nation, like one man, shall 
reorganize its townships upon the basis of perfect justice. A nobler op- 
portunity was certainly never opened to men, than that which here and 
now welcomes Associationists. 

The very next year, in 1847, a fire destroyed the newly built phal- 
anstery and with it went the hopes and dreams not only of the Brook 
Fanners but of the entire Association movement. 

About fifty other phalanxes were started during these years. All 
of them were begun by enthusiasts who gloried in the alluring goal 
but ignored the hard road leading to it. They lacked enough capital 
and members, proper skills and favorable conditions. Greeley stated 
later that these experiments were “ destitute alike of capacity, pub- 
lic confidence, energy, and means/' Only the Wisconsin Phalanx, 
which endured for six years, ended its existence with a profit to its 
members; two others lasted for four years; the remainder broke up 
after a struggle of two years or less. By the end of the 1840^ the 
vogue of Association was completely dead. At the outset Brisbane 
had done his utmost to discourage these premature efforts — the 
consequence largely of his own enticing promises — and had urged 
the necessity of patient and prolonged preparation. When his ad- 
vice was politely ignored he disassociated himself from the experi- 
ments, and at a later date constantly asserted that their failure in 
no way called in question the essential validity of his principles. 

Late in 1843, perturbed by the thought that he had initiated a 
movement which he could not control, Brisbane returned to Paris to 
complete his study of F ourier's unpublished writings. He remained 
in France more than a year; there he copied the treasured manu- 
scripts, and attended courses in musical theory and the “ practical 
execution of the art ” in order to appreciate more fully the underly- 
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ing harmony of the world order. Likewise to understand more 
clearly the processes of livitig nature, he took lessons in embryology. 

When he returned to New York in December 1844, the wildcat 
popularity of Fourierism had already begun to decline. The failure 
of several phalanxes, although caused by a flagrant disregard of the 
conditions set down plainly and emphatically in Brisbane's writ- 
ings, was beginning to deflate the optimism of those interested in 
the idea of Association. Moreover, some of the orthodox editors and 
preachers were attacking Fourierism as atheistic and immoral and 
concentrating their abuse on its chief advocates. Brisbane was any- 
thing but a fighter. Though he refused to swerve a jot from his prin- 
ciples, he recoiled from the hurly-burly of public controversy. 
Unlike Garrison and Phillips who were at that time fighting slavery 
with belligerent persistence, he lacked the drive of fanatic faith. 
Instead of joining in the debate he left for Batavia, New York. In 
the peaceful wilds of the Alleghenies he resumed his study of Four- 
ier's manuscripts and pondered the fundamental problems of 
society. 

His probing of the theory of harmony had convinced him that 
nothing exists in isolation and that all things and thoughts are re- 
lated to one another. To find the binding threads of our social sys- 
tem he began to examine the significant and recurrent features of the 
historic past. Fourier's speculations had not completely satisfied him 
on this point. At one time he even stated that “ if ever a man de- 
served to be hanged for intellectual rashness and violence, it is 
Fourier." And although this was uttered more in admiration than 
in reproof, Brisbane pursued his researches in the hope of finding 
scientific proofs of his master's theories. His reflections led him to 
the conclusion that there must be “ a Great System of Laws which, 
when integrally discovered, would constitute, like the parts of the 
human body, a complete whole; each one being the unvarying im- 
pression of some force in the Universe." 

He kept aloof from the existing phalanxes, Brook Farm excepted, 
and would not invest his money in any of them. These experiments 
in Association were to him pathetic caricatures of the phalanxes 
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that Fourier and he had envisioned. What grieved him most was 
the knowledge that the inevitable failure of these foolhardy efforts 
at Association was making impossible the establishment of a pha- 
lanx under favorable circumstances. As late as 1870 he insisted that 
not one of the half-hundred communities organized during the 
forties followed the basic conditions of Association — “ no practical 
trial, and no approach to one, has yet been made of Fourier's theory 
of Social Organization." 

In the spring of 1848 and again in the summer of 1851 Brisbane 
went to Europe to observe the effects of the revolutionary move- 
ment on the public mind. He sojourned in the several centers of 
unrest and fraternized with the leading radicals in each. A close 
study of the nature and failure of the various uprisings led him to 
remark that “ reform movements which produce an effect are those 
which enter into our real wants and interests, and take into account 
the misery and sufferings of the people." He also met Karl Marx and 
interested himself in the German's social doctrines. Since he was 
convinced that Association was based upon scientific principles and 
that there could be no clash of classes within the phalanx, he never 
became a Marxian socialist. Yet he acknowledged that both Fourier 
and Marx were at one in their aims to eliminate economic exploita- 
tion and establish social equality. Speaking many years later of his 
sympathy with socialism, he said: 

The property of the nation must be controlled by the nation — the Col- 
lective Mind represented by its government; thus securing to all mem- 
bers of the great national family the right to engage freely in all those 
branches of labor for which they feel themselves adapted, and with the 
full enjoyment of the product of their labor. 

When his father, who had always shielded him from material 
cares, died in 1851, Brisbane for the first time had to enter into the 
family realty business. He was so ill-adapted to his new role, how- 
ever, that his younger and more practical brother soon relieved 
him of it without reducing his generous allowance. Two years later 
he married Sarah White, and in time became the father of five chil- 
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dren. Yet so intent was he on his scholarly pursuits and so oblivious 
at times to the real world*about him that his wife had to bear the 
entire burden of the household. When she died in 1867, shortly 
after the birth of her fifth child, he did his best to care for his infant 
sons all by himself; but he made a poor nurse and permitted the 
children to fend for themselves a good part of the time. In 1876 he 
married Redelia Bates, a young admirer of his published writings, 
and she quickly brought order and comfort into the completely 
neglected home. In the same year he published his General Intro- 
duction to the Social Sciences , a philosophical recapitulation of 
Association. During his last years he traveled abroad, continued his 
inquiries into various phases of the social order, and tinkered with 
such mechanical inventions as the steamship, compressed wood 
pavement, and a vacuum cooking oven. On the day before he died, 
late in April 1890 — alone and forgotten, an ineffectual dreamer 
who had been all his life “ impelled by a single absorbing passion, 
the social redemption of the collective man ” — his one concern was 
that he would not live to witness the workers' holiday on May First. 

General Introduction to the Social Sciences , the fruit of forty 
years of contemplative effort, claims to be the “ philosopher's 
stone 99 for the transformation of a disorganized civilization into a 
free and happy society. Unlike Brisbane's earlier writings, this work 
contains neither a detailed blueprint of the ideal phalanx nor the 
proselyting zeal which had brought thousands of enthusiasts to his 
cause. Instead it dwells upon the scientific principles governing 
society, the universal laws which, in Brisbane's belief, Fourier was 
the first to discover. His investigations, stimulated by a strong admi- 
ration for Newton's laws, had first led this pedantic Frenchman to 
the conclusion that everything was subject not only to its own laws 
but also to the laws of the universe. This assumption made it pos- 
sible for him to arrive at his theory of social reorganization, not by 
speculation but by “ a Deduction from the Laws of Nature/' This 
emphasis on the universality of laws impregnated the entire dis- 
cussion of the principles of Association. 
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The Universe is governed by Fixed and Mathematical Laws, which dis- 
tribute, coordinate, classify, in a word, regulate its phenomena, and 
establish in it the reign of Unity and Order. . . . The Plan of Social 
Organization which Fourier proposes is a deduction from these Laws, 
and is not therefore an arbitrary, capricious creation of his intellect, but 
a scientific theory based upon the principles which govern the Universe. 

Brisbane asserted that the human race was still in its infancy, 
comparatively speaking, and therefore ignorant and subject to evil. 
In its various stages of development — savage, patriarchal, barbar- 
ian, civilized — mankind had evolved social institutions which were 
of necessity imperfect. The closer it came to natural law, the nearer 
would it approach to the life God had ordained for it. The next 
stage in human development, which Fourier regarded as by no 
means the final one, was “ a system of society in which the general 
incoherence and conflict of individual interests will tend to disap- 
pear in a spirit of collectivity which will lead to an understanding 
among men for the proper adjustment of all interests both public 
and personal.” This system is Guarantism or Association. 

In defense of the principle of attraction, upon which the theory 
of Association was based, Brisbane offered much evidence from the 
working of nature. Most persuasive, of course, was the fact that 
nature, or God, relies upon attraction for the perpetuation of life. 
“ He governs the Universe by this power alone; he impels all beings 
to fulfil their Destiny from the pleasure, the charm, the delight, he 
connects with it, and not from the fear of pain or punishment/' 
Since the aim of Association was “ to dignify Industry and to render 
it honorable and attractive ” it followed that in making it the prin- 
ciple of society mankind would give evidence of having accepted 
the great law of nature. In his advocacy of this principle Brisbane 
described at length how Association guaranteed individual property, 
free choice of one's mode of living and occupation, ample remuner- 
ation, and all social pleasures and privileges. 

Neither Fourier nor Brisbane progressed very far beyond the 
individual phalanx. Both rebelled against the complexity and big- 
ness of urban industrialism and would have done away with it if 
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they could. They would have preferred to limit society to as many 
self-contained phalanxes were needed. They realized, however, 
that this would be impractical and so approved of a voluntary feder- 
ation of communities. As the prophets of a new social order they 
even felt impelled to give it worldwide scope and to outline a global 
federation of phalanxes. Because they assumed that Constantinople 
occupied a geographically central position, they chose it as “ the 
great capital of the Globe,” but proposed to limit its population to 
300,000. Again, since there would be many public tasks beyond the 
capacities of the individual phalanx to perform and since war would 
be outlawed, they anticipated William James by proposing to use 
the manpower of the abolished armies for these special activities. 

Industrial armies — or great collective industrial organizations, of which 
our destructive armies present an inverted image — will execute all works 
of a collective character. They will open brilliant spheres of action to true 
devotion and heroism, to the display of genius, and the acquisition of 
fame, far exceeding anything which the inverted armies of our inverted 
societies can now possibly offer to man. 

By providing this moral equivalent for war and by directing the vast 
energies spent on the fields of battle into channels of productive 
labor, they capped their plan for turning the earth into a paradise 
for all living men. 

Albert Brisbane was completely the social dreamer. He belonged 
to the group of humanitarians who refused to accept the ruthless 
and anarchic industrialism of the period. These thinkers con- 
demned the spoliation of thousands of human beings for the sake 
of larger profits; they grieved to think of the abject poverty of the 
slum dwellers, and they were appalled that the mass of mankind 
should remain in brutish ignorance at a time when science and in- 
vention had made it possible to put knowledge within reach of all 
men. Groping for a quick remedy for these social ills, they naturally 
favored nostrums that satisfied their peculiar natures. Albert Bris- 
bane, having resolved in his teens that it was the duty of the individ- 
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ual to devote his life to the betterment of humanity and having the 
means and the zeal to heed the voice of his conscience, became 
one of the first Americans to travel half across the world in search 
of a panacea. Fourier's plan for social reorganization fired his imag- 
ination because it fitted his idealistic conception of society better 
than any other scheme for human meliorism. And having once 
adopted it he could not but devote himself to its realization with 
all the gentle fervor of his generous spirit. It never occurred to Bris- 
bane that Association went against the grain of industrial society 
and was therefore impossible of realization. This belief that the 
plan was logical and beneficial made it desirable and feasible as 
well. 

The early response to his writings exceeded his most hopeful ex- 
pectations. “ I had contemplated/' he insisted long after, “ years of 
patient, careful propagation before the means of a single Associa- 
tion could be obtained." Had not Fourier himself waited thirty 
years in vain? The mushroom growth of the phalanxes during the 
1840's revealed his pathetic inability to cope with reality. Instead 
of exercising leadership and forcing his guidance upon the starry- 
eyed Associationists, he merely voiced his disapproval of their ill- 
advised efforts and left them to their quick doom. John Humphrey 
Noyes was justified in blaming him “ for spending all his energy 
drumming and recruiting, while, to insure success, he should have 
given at least half his time to drilling the soldiers and leading them 
in actual battle. One example of Fourierism carried through to 
splendid realization would have done definitely more for the cause 
in the long run, than all his translations and publications." 

The effect of Brisbane's Fourierism on the history of American 
social reform is not easy to ascertain. From the point of view of 
concrete results, it was of only ephemeral significance. After the 
failure of the phalanxes in the 1840's the Association movement 
disappeared, leaving little trace of its existence. The term “ uto- 
pian " with which the Marxists had dubbed the several idealistic 
social plans of the period helped to give Fourier its philosophical 
quietus. Brisbane continued to propagate the idea for another forty 
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years, but he remained unheard and forgotten. Yet in a more funda- 
mental sense it cannot b# said that the theory of Association was 
devoid of influence. For more than a decade and more effectively 
than the other utopian experiments, it caught the imagination of 
American social meliorists. Its vision of a society in which work 
was rendered dignified and attractive inspired all later schemes for 
the improvement of the laborer's lot. Equally appealing was the 
doctrine of efficiency by means of the division of labor. Moreover, 
the thousands of men and women whom Brisbane had drawn into 
the Association movement did not forget the lessons of social just- 
ice. Long after the collapse of the phalanxes, these reformers con- 
tinued to preach the gospel of human welfare and made it a signifi- 
cant part of the movements they entered. It was this intangible yet 
undeniable influence that made Albert Brisbane a positive factor 
in the advancement of social reform in the United States. 
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SOCIAL PLANNER 


E xplaining the genesis of his extraordinary novel in the first 
issue of The Nationalist (May 1889), Edward Bellamy re- 
marked: “ In undertaking to write Looking Backward I had, 
at the outset, no idea of attempting a serious contribution to the 
movement of social reform. The idea was of a mere literary fantasy, 
a fairy tale of social felicity. There was no thought of contriving a 
house which practical men might live in, but merely of hanging in 
mid-air, far out of reach of the sordid and material world of the pres- 
ent, a cloud palace for an ideal humanity.” Bellamy s critics took 
him at his word. They assumed that he had merely stumbled on his 
plan of economic equality in his effort to write a romance of social 
fantasy. Even so friendly an admirer as William Dean Howells, 
who placed Bellamy's fiction alongside that of Hawthorne, was of 
the opinion that Looking Backward was pretty much of an accident. 
Following the author's modest self-appraisal, he paraphrased him 
as follows: “ He had come to think of our hopeless conditions sud- 
denly, one day, in looking at his own children, and reflecting that 
he could not place them beyond the chance of want by any industry 
or forecast of providence; and that the status meant the same im- 
possibility for others which it meant for him." 

Yet the facts of Bellamy's life argue against this assumption. He 
had his roots in the melioristic environment of New England, hav- 
ing been born in 1850 in Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts, where his 
father served for many years as the minister of the Baptist Church. 
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The atmosphere of his home helped to develop in him the ethical 
fervor characteristic of th? idealistic puritan. Sensitive and introspec- 
tive, he grew up eager to promote justice and mitigate poverty and 
suffering. Living through the excitement of the defeats and victories 
of the Civil War at a highly impressionable age, he became ab- 
sorbed in the study of military strategy and studied the Napoleonic 
Wars with special attention. No doubt he perceived himself as a 
great general, succeeding where Napoleon and Lee had failed. It 
was this adolescent passion for generalship that later led him to 
seek admission to West Point Academy. His rejection on physical 
grounds deeply disappointed him. Like so many other youths who 
daydream of romantic careers totally different from their life's 
work, Bellamy, never thinking of battles as anything more than 
games of chess, later became a strict pacifist. His interest in military 
science, however, led him to develop his utopia on a foundation of 
universal service in an “ army of production." 

Shortly after his rejection at West Point, while uncertain of the 
next step, he joined his older brother at Union College and took 
a course in English. The following year, at the strong urging of his 
parents, he accompanied a wealthy cousin of his to a German uni- 
versity. He did little study, but he did visit several countries. The 
destitution and drabness of the Continental slums only deepened 
his dissatisfaction with the existing social system. “ It was in the 
great cities of Europe," he wrote in his Journal, “ that my eyes were 
first fully opened to the extent and consequences of man's inhu- 
manity to man." This humanitarian attitude no doubt predisposed 
him to the socialism of Karl Marx, which was then erupting among 
the urban workers; it is equally probable that he followed the excit- 
ing debates at the annual conference of the First International 
during his sojourn in Germany. 

On his return home in 1870 he decided to study law and a year 
later he was admitted to the bar. The more he learned about the 
ways of lawyers, however, the less he wished to be one of them. 
What he thought of them may be gathered from the hyperbole 
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uttered by one of his characters in The Duke of Stockbridge: “ I 
calc-late ye could cut five tories aout o’ one lawyer an' make a 
dozen skunks aout o' what waz left over/' As a man of principle he 
could not practise a profession he disdained. 

Now fully “ aroused to the existence and urgency of the social 
problem/' the earnest youth of twenty-one found himself face to 
face with the brash rapaciousness of the “ robber-barons ” of his 
day. The prevailing low wages and long workdays seemed to him 
no better than slavery. Had he had the opportunity, he would un- 
doubtedly have taken an active part in reforming a society that per- 
mitted the existence of both grasping millionaires and penniless 
tramps. But there was then no organized reform movement. Nor 
was he fanatic enough to initiate a crusade. It was more in keeping 
with his character to express his dissenting views in a lecture with 
the telling title of “ The Barbarism of Society." One of the points 
he stressed was that “ the great reforms of the world have hitherto 
been political rather than social. In their progress classes privileged 
by title have been swept away, but classes privileged by wealth re- 
main." His logical conclusion was that wealth is at the root of all 
social injustice: 44 1 ask only that none labor beyond measure that 
others may be idle, that there be no more masters and no more 
slaves among men. Is that too much? Not so, for nothing that is 
unjust can be eternal and nothing that is just can be impossible." 
Here in brief is the full kernel of the idea of equality which he 
later developed so persuasively in Looking Backward . 

Unable to find a ready outlet for his ethical zeal, determined to 
begin earning his own living, already timidly nursing the ambition 
to become a writer, young Bellamy decided to obtain work on a 
newspaper. His first job was with the New York Evening Post . 
After about a year he left it to become an editorial writer and book 
reviewer on the Springfield (Mass.) Union. His successful career 
as a journalist ended suddenly some five years later when he suf- 
fered a physical breakdown. As soon as he was able he took a 
leisurely trip to Hawaii via Panama, and felt much improved on his 
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return across the continent late in 1877. Loath to jeopardize his 
frail health, he thought It best not to return to a newspaper desk 
but to try to write salable fiction. His first novel, Six to One: A 
Nantucket ldyl 9 was completed within a year and received with 
considerable favor. Dr. Heidendorff's Process and Miss Ludington’s 
Sister were published in 1880 and 1884 respectively, and his short 
stories appeared in the leading periodicals. He combined a fertile 
inventiveness with a gentle realism to create a whimsy world of his 
own, and when his setting was not in the realm of fancy it was 
located in the small-town milieu he knew so well. His characters 
were drawn with the clarity and acuteness of sympathetic under- 
standing. Reviewers in this country and in England appreciated his 
imaginative style of writing, and more than one spoke of him 
as a lineal descendant of Hawthorne. In the meantime he had 
married and had become the father of two children. It was after 
the birth of his second child, in 1886, that his thoughts turned 
to a romance in which injustice and insecurity were known only 
as a part of the abolished capitalistic system. 

Bellamy had not, of course, shuttered his vision of a better 
world during the previous fifteen years. Indeed, time had increased 
his dislike of the poverty and greed which, to his thinking, blighted 
our great economic development. Only, like so many other diffident 
men of good will, he lacked the zeal to fight inequality openly. 
Fiction became his means of expression, and he endowed a num- 
ber of his characters with intrinsic goodness and a predilection for 
the right. Very early in his career as a novelist, moreover, he gave 
free vent to his social indignation in The Duke of Stockbridge: 
A Romance of Shays* Rebellion , one of the first American novels to 
treat the problem of the class struggle with the directness and 
passion of the ardent reformer. Since he depended on his writing 
for a livelihood, however, he was loath to see it published at that 
time. After it had appeared as a serial in the obscure Berkshire 
Courier in 1879 the novel remained in his drawer until it was issued 
in 1900, two years after the author's death. 

The Duke of Stockbridge has its setting in the western part of 
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Massachusetts. In 1786 the acute economic depression which fol- 
lowed the Revolutionary War drove the impoverished populace to 
desperation. Hard money was practically unobtainable, so that 
commerce was almost at a standstill. High taxes and harsh creditors 
were subjecting the farmers to beggary and incarceration by the 
cruel process of foreclosure. Throughout Massachusetts “ men 
talked of nothing else but the hard times, the limited markets and 
low prices for farm produce, the extortions and multiplying num- 
bers of lawyers and sheriffs, the oppression of creditors, the enor- 
mous grinding taxes, the last sheriffs sale.” The more vocal of the 
villagers insisted that “ the only work that pays nowadays is pick- 
ing the bones of the people.” Since many of the sufferers were 
yeomen who had fought in the war to establish their inalienable 
human rights, they could not but consider themselves oppressed 
by a greedy gentry. In their wrath they defied the authorities and 
stopped the courts from victimizing them; and although they were 
cowed into submission before very long, they forced a frightened 
government to institute appropriate reforms. 

Bellamy chose this historic incident because it enabled him to 
stress the deep social gulf between the hard-fisted squires and the 
destitute farmers. In his research and reflection preparatory to 
writing the novel he was distressed to discover that the inequality 
between the two classes showed no signs of abatement during the 
century in which the wealth of the country had multiplied mani- 
fold. His sympathy with the poor is seen in the pithy expression 
which his yeomen give to their rightful grievances. One of them, 
referring to the tenfold rise in taxes at a time when money was un- 
obtainable, remarks sarcastically: “ It seems dam curis, bein' as we 
fit ag'in the redcoats jest to rid o' taxes." The same villager says 
on another occasion: “ Wal, we licked the redcoats, and we got 
lib'ty, I s'pose; lib'ty to starve, — that is, if we don't happen to git 
sent to jail fust.” At still another time he speaks his mind, Yankee- 
fashion, to one of the powerful squires: "They said, ye'd got no 
more compassion fer the poor than a flint stun ... an' would take 
a feller's last drop o' blood sooner'n lose a penny debt. They said, 
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them fellers did, that yer hands, white as they look, wuz red with 
the blood o' them that ye’d sent to die in jail.” 

The gentry are equally outspoken in their insistence on their 
God-given right to govern the country for their own good. Many 
of them think of their indigent townsmen as a team of horses 
which they may use at will. At the first sign of rebelliousness they 
crack the whip. One of them expostulates: “ This presumption of 
the people to talk concerning matters of government is an evil that 
has greatly increased since the war, and calls for sharp castigation. 
These numskulls must be taught their places or ’t will shortly be 
no country for gentlemen to live in.” Another squire is equally 
frank: “ We must look to it, gentlemen, or we shall find that we 
have ridded ourselves of a king only to fall into the hands of a 
democracy, which I take it would be a bad exchange.” When we 
consider that the sentiments of these men, some of them about to 
draft our federal Constitution, are quoted from their own writings, 
we can appreciate Bellamy's warm compassion for their debt-ridden 
victims. 

The novel does not hold up to the end. The narrative begins 
well, the thesis is stated with pointed clarity, and the characters 
are limned sharply against a realistic background. But the devel- 
opment of events gradually becomes lost in the thickening layer 
of conventional romance, and the progress of the rebellion gives 
way to the mawkish love story in the latter half of the book. To 
the very end, however, there is no mistaking the author s zeal for 
reform. 

Although Bellamy’s social conscience appeared to have become 
quiescent after its crusading venture in The Duke of Stockbridge, he 
was too much the humanitarian not to be deeply troubled by the 
rapacity of industrialism. The existence of a group of multimillion- 
aires who manipulated the economic life of the nation for their 
private advantage was to him the negation of democracy; nor was 
he underestimating the angry mutterings of millions of workers 
who were groping blindly yet with increasing insistence for the 
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means of a better livelihood. He had learned that “ wealth is 
power in its most concentrated, most efficient and most univer- 
sally applicable form ” — and he abominated the greed it en- 
gendered. Exploited labor, on the other hand, he envisaged as an 
undeveloped giant capable of great eruptive strength — and he 
dreaded the wanton destructiveness of social revolution. As he ob- 
served the two antagonistic forces girding for battle — and the 
bloody strikes of the period seemed to him mere skirmishes — he 
became convinced that unless a way were found to eliminate the 
evils of capitalistic exploitation, the nation was certain to be 
plunged into another civil war. 

Looking Backward , according to Dr. Arthur E. Morgan written 
after a detailed study of the Inca civilization, presented Bellamy's 
way out. The book vividly describes the working of a society based 
upon the system of co-operative equality. Yet it is not merely another 
story of elusive utopia. Indeed, the great appeal of the novel in- 
heres in the fact that Bellamy emulated Defoe in his deliberate 
effort to keep within the bounds of credibility. This air of realism 
enabled him to look back from the vantage point of the year 2000 
and describe with prophetic certitude such novel scientific and 
social advances as the radio, the airplane, television, paper clothes, 
and complete economic equality. 

Looking Backward [he tells us in a later postscript], although in form 
a fanciful romance, is intended, in all seriousness, as a forecast, in ac- 
cordance with the principles of evolution, of the next stage in industrial 
and social development of humanity, especially in this country; and no 
part of it is believed by the author to be better supported by the indica- 
tions of probability than the implied prediction that the dawn of the 
new era is already near at hand, and that the full day will swiftly follow. 

Bellamy evolved the social system of the year 2000 naturally and 
logically out of the presumed ultimate abolition of the present 
order. He begins with the premise that monopolistic capitalism, 
which in his day was spreading its financial tentacles in every 
direction and rapidly gaining control of the nation's entire econ- 
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omy, was strangling the mass markets on which its existence de- 
pended and thereby making it possible for the final merger of all 
trusts into one Big Trust. This unification of all the means of pro- 
duction and distribution under the aegis of the government must, 
of course, be brought about gradually and by the will of the people. 
The economic transformation, once begun, will become consum- 
mated more rapidly than might be expected. For instance, if the 
majority of voters were persuaded of the advantages of public owner- 
ship, what was to stop them from directing the government to take 
over and operate the large utilities? Why could not the railroads, 
practically bankrupted by watered-stock manipulations, be run on 
the same basis as the postal service? And if once these utilities were 
managed for the benefit of the entire nation, would not the col- 
lapse of capitalistic enterprise become inevitable? Once the indus- 
trial system was nationalized, the subsequent program of equaliza- 
tion was certain to eliminate the present social ills and transform 
the country into an earthly paradise. 

The great appeal of Bellamy’s plan lay in its cogent presentation 
as an accomplished fact. The reader is confronted not by an imagi- 
nary social scheme which is obviously impracticable but by a per- 
fected way of life based on the existing industrial system. Dr. Leete, 
Julian West’s mentor in the new society, informs him that the 
change from monopolistic capitalism to co-operative equality oc- 
curred early in the twentieth century. At that time 

the people of the United States concluded to assume the conduct of 
their own business, just as one hundred odd years before they had 
assumed the conduct of their own government, organizing now for in- 
dustrial purposes on precisely the same grounds that they had then 
organized for political purposes. . . . There was absolutely no violence. 
The change had been long foreseen. Public opinion had become fully 
ripe for it, and the whole mass of the people was behind it. There was 
no more possibility of opposing it by force than by argument. 

Once the country’s economy became nationalized and the. profit 
motive was eliminated, the prime function of the government be- 

[M 1 ] 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE UTOPIANS 


came the protection of the people from “ cold, hunger and naked- 
ness ” rather than from foreign aggression. To this end it divided 
the total national income equally between all citizens. Unemploy- 
ment vanished as if by magic. “ When the nation became the sole 
employer, all the citizens, by virtue of their citizenship, became 
employees, to be distributed to the needs of industry/' Indeed, 
everyone of a certain age had to work: work or starve. Service to 
the state was made a necessary concomitant to the equality of in- 
come. 

To speak of service being compulsory [Dr. Lecte explained] would be a 
weak way to state its absolute incvitableness. Our entire social order is 
so wholly based upon and deduced from it that if it were conceivable 
that a man could escape it, he would be left with no possible way to 
provide for his existence. He would have excluded himself from the 
world, cut himself off from his kind, in a word, committed suicide. 

In its efforts to provide work for everyone and thus to bring 
about the greatest possible productiveness, the government found 
it convenient to adapt the plan of military service to its civil needs. 
The reasoning was that, even as every able-bodied young man owed 
his country a term of service in the army for the protection of all 
from an outside enemy, so every citizen of the co-operative state 
is required to work for a definite period to insure a common abun- 
dance of the necessities of life. Experimentation led to the decision 
that twenty-four years of work will suffice for the lifetime well- 
being of all. Since the period of youth is required for education and 
that of late maturity “ sacred to ease and agreeable relaxation," the 
interim of service begins on one's twenty-first birthday and ends on 
the forty-fifth. On every October 15 those who have served twenty- 
four years are mustered out, to be called back only in emergencies, 
and all youths of twenty-one are enlisted for their term of service. 

In the new society the hit-or-miss way of doing things under 
capitalism was replaced by a system based upon scientific skills and 
certainties. The greatest possible caution is exercised in guiding 
each individual in the development of his capacities and aptitudes. 
u The principle on which our industrial army is organized," Dr. 
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Leete pointed out, 44 is that a man's natural endowments, mental 
and physical, determine what he can work at most profitably to 
the nation and most satisfactorily to himself." Children are carefully 
trained by both parents and teachers, and all are thoroughly fa- 
miliarized with all kinds of trades and occupations. As a conse- 
quence young men and women know what they prefer to do long 
before they are mustered into service and are only too eager to 
begin working. To avoid overcrowding in some occupations and a 
shortage of applicants in others, the administration seeks 44 con- 
stantly to equalize the attractions of the trades, so far as the con- 
ditions of labor in them arc concerned, so that all trades shall be 
equally attractive to persons having natural tastes for them. This 
is done by making the hours of labor in different trades differ 
according to their arduousness." Since this apportionment of work- 
time will not necessarily eliminate the greater appeal of certain 
occupations, everyone is required to develop a second or even a third 
choice, so that if one's first preference is unavailable one 44 can still 
find reasonably congenial employment. This principle of secondary 
choices as to occupation is quite important in our system." 

First, however, one has to undergo a period of hardening and 
leveling. To make sure that work of a necessary but unpleasant 
nature is performed as needed, everyone is required to devote the 
first three years of service to common labor. With the advance of 
science it became possible to reduce the distastefulness of much of 
this work to a minimum; even sewers lost their offensive odors, and 
ditch-digging became a relatively simple mechanical task. At the 
completion of this period of service a young man is free “ to choose, 
in accordance with his natural tastes, whether he will fit himself for 
an art or profession, or be a farmer or mechanic." If he wishes to 
prepare himself for a profession, and if his previous record favors 
such preparation, he enrolls in the school offering the required 
course. Should he prove himself unable to keep up with his class, 
he is required to leave the school and obtain employment of a less 
taxing nature. He is permitted, however, to apply for special train- 
ing up to the age of thirty. 
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Under capitalism, when business was conducted by “ irresponsible 
individuals, wholly without mutual understanding or concert,” 
there were various kinds of waste: mistaken undertakings, cut- 
throat competition, periodical gluts and crises, strikes and lockouts, 
etc. — any one of which sufficed to keep a nation economically in- 
efficient. In the co-operative society, with all industry under unified 
control and with the proficiency of every worker developed to the 
utmost, production soon exceeded all expectations. It became pos- 
sible for the administration to provide each citizen, in return for his 
twenty-four years of labor, with a lifelong annual income of about 
$4000 in addition to many free services. As a consequence “ no man 
any more has any care for the morrow, either for himself or his 
children, for the nation guarantees the nurture, education and 
comfortable maintenance of every citizen from the cradle to the 
grave.” 

Bellamy defended this guarantee of complete equality of income 
on two grounds: our common humanity and industrial efficiency. 
In the first place, since civilization is our common inheritance, its 
fruits should be shared by all alike. From the days of our savage 
ancestors, when no man acquired more than his essential needs, to 
our own time with its marked discrepancy of income, all that a 
man earns above his bare living he owes to the accumulated skills 
and inventions of the past. By himself even the most successful 
capitalist would soon relapse into savagery. 

Every man, however solitary may seem his occupation, is a member of 
a vast industrial partnership, as large as the nation, as large as humanity. 
The necessity of mutual dependence should imply the duty and guar- 
antee of mutual support. . . . The right of a man to maintenance at the 
nation’s table depends on the fact that he is a man, and not on the 
amount of health and strength he may have, so long as he does his best. 

He fortified this ethical principle by an appeal to general economic 
advantage. Under capitalism, competition and greed lowered the 
efficiency of production. Economic equality, on the contrary, stimu- 
lates industrial combination and increases production. Thus, “ even 
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if the principle of share and share alike for all men were not the only 
humane and rational basis for a society, we should still enforce it 
as economically expedient, seeing that until the disintegrating in- 
fluence of self-seeking is suppressed no true concert of industry is 
possible/' 

One of the first things the new order abolished was money. 
Under capitalism it was an essential commodity — the key to all 
doors in the hands of the wealthy and the whip over the poor. 
With the establishment of economic equality, money became su- 
perfluous. In Bellamy's utopia buying and selling are considered 
anti-social transgressions, encouraging “ self-seeking at the expense 
of others." Nor is there any need for trading. Direct distribution 
from national and local storehouses has completely replaced the 
old system. In these public depositories an individual orders what 
he needs by means of a credit card. “ A credit corresponding to his 
share of the annual product of the nation is given to every citizen 
on the public books at the beginning of each year, and a credit card 
issued him with which he procures at the public storehouses, found 
in every community, whatever he desires whenever lie desires it." 
(It may not be amiss at this point to mention that our wartime ex- 
perience with rationing is a ready reminder of the feasibility of 
the plan.) 

Bellamy stressed the encouragement of individual differences in 
his equalitarian society. The cultivation of personal taste is one of 
the features of the new order, since everyone may use his ample 
credit card in any way he wishes. Indeed, the aim of education is to 
develop a child's special capacities to their highest degree not only 
for his own sake but also for the pleasure of others. Women are 
given the same opportunities as men in order that they may exer- 
cise their particular talents to the advantage of the entire nation. 
These and other aspects of the perfected social system are described 
with such matter-of-fact plausibility that one is favorably prepared 
for Dr. Leete's assertion that “ in the time of one generation men 
laid aside the social traditions and practices of barbarians, and as- 
sumed a social order worthy of rational and human beings. Ceasing 
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to be predatory in their habits, they became co-workers, and found 
in fraternity, at once, the science of health and happiness.” 

Looking Backward was published in January a 888, and was im- 
mediately recognized as a work of extraordinary significance. Many 
Americans were at the time painfully perturbed by the combination 
of capitalistic aggrandizement and industrial conflict. They were 
vaguely aware of the new economic speculation abroad, but pre- 
ferred an American expression of it. The new utopia, describing a 
system of reform at once appealing and seemingly practicable, 
served as a clarifying catalyist. Bellamy knew this. “A work of 
propaganda like Looking Backward," he explained, “ produces an 
effect precisely in proportion as it is a bare anticipation in expres- 
sion of what everybody was thinking and about to say.” A few con- 
servative critics scorned the book as a fantastic concoction; several 
learned economists proved it fallacious and impertinent; but many 
thousands of enthusiastic readers, thoroughly dissatisfied with in- 
equality, were ready to use the novel as a blueprint for the new 
society. Ten thousand copies were sold in 1888; 200,000 the year 
after; and about a million copies in all were in active circulation 
during the early 1890’s. Frank B. Tracy, writing in The Forum of 
May 1893, stated: “ Copies of Looking Backward are in every com- 
munity. Probably every village has at least one man who is a thor- 
ough Nationalist, while hundreds of his neighbors are in sympathy 
with its principles.” Measured by its popularity as well as by its 
effectiveness, the volume is undoubtedly one of the most influen- 
tial books ever published in this country and on a par with Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin and Progress and Poverty. 

Almost at once Looking Backward became a focal point for the 
Nationalist groups which sprang up everywhere with the sole aim of 
advocating the new social system. The first Nationalist club was 
organized in Boston shortly after the book appeared. Within two 
years, without aid or stimulation from any central authority, more 
than 150 similar clubs had come into existence, most of them west 
of the Mississippi. These groups published periodicals, conducted 
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forums, participated in political campaigns. They appeared to be 
a real threat to the capitalistic order. They called themselves Na- 
tionalists because their aim “ was to nationalize the functions of 
production and distribution/' to bring “ the entire business system 
of the country under the same popular government which now ex- 
tends only to a few comparatively trifling functions called political.” 
In the Presidential campaign of 1892 they united with the Popu- 
lists and exerted a considerable influence among the Western 
farmers and organized labor. 

The great popularity of Looking Backward forced upon Bellamy 
the role of a leader and reformer. Shy man that he was, and afflicted 
with “ weak lungs/' he found himself drawn into the public arena. 
As the acclaimed head of a vigorous social crusade he had to lec- 
ture before Nationalist audiences, reply to belligerent critics, and 
write expository articles for popular periodicals. During 1891-93 he 
also edited The New Nation and gave to it much of his time and 
thought. In addition, since he was not a professional economist and 
yet had to cope with academic adversaries, he found it necessary 
to make a thorough study of economic theory. 

On the platform and in his writings .he excoriated the cankerous 
evils of capitalism and urged the need of economic reform. On the 
masthead of The New Nation he repeated weekly the following 
credo: 

The exercise of irresponsible power, by whatever means, is tyranny, 
and should not be tolerated. The power which men irresponsibly exer- 
cise for their private ends, over individuals and communities, through 
superior wealth, is essentially tyrannous, and as inconsistent with demo- 
cratic principle and as offensive to self-respecting men as any form of 
political tyranny that was ever endured. As political equality is the rem- 
edy for political tyranny, so is economic equality the only way of put- 
ting an end to the economic tyranny exercised by the few over the many 
through the superiority of wealth. The industrial system of a nation, like 
its political system, should be a government of the people, by the people, 
for the people. Until economic equality shall give a basis to political 
equality, the latter is but a sham. 
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One of his first demands was public ownership of the railroads, 
the telephone and telegraph systems, the express companies, the 
coal mines, and the essential municipal utilities. He insisted that 
44 the brute principle of competition ” must be replaced by 44 the 
nobler principle of association ”; that 44 the nationalization of in- 
dustry presents the logical, conclusive, and complete form of evo- 
lution from competition toward combination which is now in 
progress ” It was his belief that, if no unforeseen reaction set in, all 
business in the United States would become the property of the 
state early in the twentieth century and that responsible public 
agents would operate it for the benefit of all the people. 

Again and again he took pains to point out that he was no 
Marxian and that he abominated the ideas of violent revolution and 
the dictatorship of one group over all others. Nationalism was to 
him synonymous with 44 economic democracy ” — a principle im- 
plicit in the Declaration of Independence and rooted deep in the 
heart of every true American. 44 We seek the final answer to the 
social question not in revolution, but in evolution; not in destruc- 
tion, but in fulfilment, — the fulfilment of the hitherto stunted 
development of the nation according to its logical intent.” He was 
obviously no Marxian even when he expounded socialistic doc- 
trines. His quest for economic equality was in truth an attempt to 
restrain a colossal industrialism with the reins of Jeffersonian de- 
mocracy. 

Although Bellamy had implicit faith in the principles he advo- 
cated and would gladly have given his life to abolish the existing 
inequalities, he was wanting in the driving energy and political 
shrewdness to force his will upon the nation. Powerful economic 
forces also kept him from harnessing the tremendous popular en- 
thusiasm generated by Looking Backward for the purpose of voting 
Nationalism into power. His 44 principle of human brotherhood,” 
coming at a moment of national economic crisis, appealed greatly 
to the oppressed farmers and exploited urban workers. They flocked 
to his standard eager for the benefits of his panacea — only to lose 
heart when they found nothing solid to get their teeth into, nothing 
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to gird them for Armageddon. The passing of the panic of 1893 and 
the new spurt of industrial expansion swept the Nationalist move- 
ment into oblivion. 

By nature a dreamer rather than a doer, yet unable to accept 
defeat, Bellamy thought he could bolster Nationalist sentiment 
by strengthening and enhancing the edifice he had erected in 
Looking Backward. To this end he wrote Equality , a more thor- 
ough exposition of the economic and ethical principles that formed 
the pillars of the new society. This second book, while lacking the 
spontaneous imaginative appeal and emotional warmth of the 
earlier volume, is replete with cogent accounts of every aspect of 
economic equality. A good part of it is also concerned with an in- 
cisive criticism of capitalism. It was his strong belief that a more 
comprehensive report of his proposed social order could not but 
persuade all persons of normal intelligence and good will. 

Equality discusses the evils of capitalism with satiric effective- 
ness. Julian West is treated to a classroom demonstration of the 
irrational basis of the economic system of the nineteenth century. 
One of the best chapters in the book is “ The Parable of the Water 
Tank,” which epitomizes the senselessness of an economy in which 
a few aggressive men exploit the necessities of life for their private 
gain without regard to the suffering of the mass of mankind. Equally 
effective is the re-examination of the inefficiency of capitalism, in 
which the profit motive tends to curb the very mass markets on 
which industrialism depends. Nor does he overlook the chicanery 
of businessmen. “ The desperate rivalry of the capitalists for a 
share in the scanty market which their own profit taking had beg- 
gared drove them to the practice of deception and brutality and 
compelled a hard-heartedness such as we are bound to believe hu- 
man beings would not under a less pressure have been guilty of.” 

Much more than in the earlier book, capitalism is indicted as 
undemocratic. Dr. Leete quotes statistics on the grave inequality of 
wealth towards the end of the nineteenth century and argue* that 
the possession of political freedom without economic equality is 
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like the occupation of the outworks without taking the citadel. 
“ The Revolution came when the people saw that they must either 
take the citadel or evacuate the outworks. They must either com- 
plete the work of establishing popular government which had been 
barely begun by their fathers, or abandon all that their fathers had 
accomplished.” 1'his combination of political democracy with eco- 
nomic equality is stated again and again as the basic principle of 
Nationalism. 44 The primal principle of democracy is the worth 
and dignity of the individual. That dignity, consisting in the qual- 
ity of human nature, is essentially the same in all individuals, and 
therefore equality is the vital principle of democracy.” Since capi- 
talism is obviously anti-democratic, it is necessary to overthrow it 
by a peaceful revolution which will destroy 44 the last vestige of the 
system by which men usurped power over the lives and liberties of 
their fellows through economic means.” 

E quality described the transition period in full detail. Once the 
efficiency of public ownership had been demonstrated to the satis- 
faction of the majority, the people themselves insisted that the 
government take over all industries and services. This initial step 
both decreased unemployment and enhanced the standard of liv- 
ing. When scrip was given to government employees in lieu of cash 
and made the only means of purchasing goods at the public stores, 
it soon 44 became a currency which commanded three, four, and 
five hundred per cent premium over money which could only buy 
the high-priced and adulterated goods for sale in the remaining 
stores of the capitalists.” Before long the value of money disap- 
peared entirely and the rich found it advisable to give up their use- 
less wealth to the government and become members of the new 
economic order. At this point the state was able to 44 assume the 
responsibility of providing for all the people.” Wages ceased to 
be paid, and every citizen began to receive an equal share of the 
total annual income. Poverty and ostentatious wealth disappeared 
simultaneously, as if by magic. 

Those who feared that the lack of a money incentive would 
destroy initiative and slacken production were soon convinced of 
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their error. The people were so enthusiastic over their new sense 
of security and their improved living conditions that they tripled 
the total product of the country during the first full year of the new 
order and doubled that amount during the next year. In time, Dr. 
Leete assured Julian West, “ the hunger motive died out of hu- 
man nature and covetousness as to material things, mocked to 
death by abundance, perished by atrophy, and the motives of the 
modern worker, the love of honor, the joy of beneficence, the de- 
light of achievement, and the enthusiasm of humanity, became the 
impulses of the economic world ” 

In reply to earlier criticism on this point, Bellamy maintained 
that his plan provided for full individual initiative. Under capital- 
ism, he argued, a man is driven by dire need. Yet fear, the lash of 
want, is “ on the whole the weakest as well as certainly the crud- 
est of incentives/' Even under the wage-system, moreover, a well- 
provided employee is a more efficient worker than one who has to 
worry over his next meal. Nationalism, he claimed, giving each per- 
son an equal share of the total income and rewarding special effort 
with prized degrees of rank and prestige, is certain to develop a 
healthy and desirable kind of initiative. 

He answered with equal force the objection that Nationalism 
would abolish private property. He stated that his plan would not 
eliminate private property but would equalize it among all citizens. 
44 The Revolution made us all capitalists," Dr. Leete observed. It 
had merely destroyed private capitalism. The direction of the busi- 
ness of the nation was taken away from irresponsible individuals 
and given to carefully chosen public agents. True enough, the few 
rich were thereby deprived of their wealth; but this change made all 
citizens equal partners in the riches of their country. “ The change 
created an entirely new system of property holding, but did not 
either directly or indirectly involve any denial of the right of pri- 
vate property." Indeed, Nationalism placed the private and per- 
sonal property rights of every citizen on an incomparably more se- 
cure and extensive basis than they had had under capitalism For 
by this pooling of property into one Big Trust, each individual 
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became 44 entitled not only to his own product but to vastly more 
— namely, to his share of the product of the social organism, in 
addition to his personal product, but he is entitled to this share not 
on the grab-as-grab-can plan of your day, by which some made them- 
selves millionaires and others were left beggars, but on equal terms 
with his fellow capitalists/' 

When Equality appeared in 1897, the crucial Presidential cam- 
paign of the previous year had become a part of American history. 
Mark Hanna and his Big Business henchmen had succeeded in be- 
fuddling enough workers, fearful of unemployment and tempted by 
the promise of “ a full dinner pail," to insure McKinley's election. 
And with Bryan's defeat went the hopes of millions of poor men 
who had voted for him in the hope of keeping this country eco- 
nomically free. The blow was fatal to the army of Populists and 
Nationalists. The wave of reform, thus blocked, was thereupon com- 
pletely broken by a new industrial expansion that included billion- 
dollar trusts and initiated an imperialist drive which led to the 
war with Spain and turned the United States into a world power. 
For a few years prosperity made any attempt at social melioration a 
futile undertaking. Bellamy's loyal followers received E quality with 
great enthusiasm. Ten thousand copies were quickly bought and 
discussed with sanguine appreciation. But the book failed to attain 
the mass popularity of Looking Backward . 

Bellamy, who had long been in frail health, had contracted tu- 
berculosis while writing Equality. As soon as it was finished he 
went with his family to Colorado, but by then his lungs were too 
ravaged by the disease to benefit from the climate. He was, however, 
greatly cheered by the praise of his simple admirers on the farms 
and in the mining towns of that part of the country. In the early 
spring he knew his end was near and decided to return to his home 
in Chicopee. He died on May 22, 1898, in his forty-eighth year. 

Edward Bellamy, small-town editor, writer, and dreamer, was an 
outstanding American reformer. He possessed the social conscience 
characteristic of a long line of New England Puritans — from Roger 
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Williams to Wendell Phillips. He was not of those who accepted 
the world for what it was and busied themselves feathering their 
own nests. As a true believer in the teachings of both Jesus and 
Jefferson he felt impelled to cry out against oppression and inequal- 
ity, to expound “ the principles of human brotherhood — the en- 
thusiasm of humanity/' He did this in the way he knew best: by 
writing Looking Backward and Equality and by dedicating his life 
to the realization of his equalitarian society. He envisioned a world 
in which all men were equal; in which hunger was non-existent, 
greed a forgotten evil, and complete education the birthright of 
every child; in which criminals were unknown, drones an anomaly, 
and inordinate luxury impossible; a world in which intelligence 
reigned supreme and every man lived to his fullest capacity. It was 
a beautiful mirage: a utopia so vivid and noble, so cleverly woven 
out of the warp and woof of daily life, that it could not but fasci- 
nate those who perceived it with him. 

Uncounted thousands the world over, in want and fearful of the 
days ahead, read Looking Backward and were ready to join the new 
millennium. But they soon discovered that panaceas were possible 
only in the imagination and scurried back to their meager fleshpots. 
Yet a half-century later we have greater equality than the skeptics 
of Bellamy's day thought possible. Many of the evils of that time 
are now forgotten or greatly mitigated, and a number of the re- 
forms then considered fantastic are now embodied in the law of the 
land. In Soviet Russia the Communism of Lenin has marked re- 
semblance to the social order outlined in Equality; and although 
Stalin's regime is generally pointed out as a horrible example of 
what happens when the capitalistic order is meddled with, that 
country, freed from the fear of external enemies and fully indus- 
trialized, may yet realize the economic equality of Bellamy's dream. 
Science, accelerated by war, is changing the face of civilization be- 
fore our very eyes. Who knows what reforms it will bring or what 
the world will be like a half-century hence? All we can say with 
certainty is that much of the advance made by society is the result 
of new social ideas percolating to the minds of the majority of the 
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people. These ideas are mostly the visions of such dreamers as 
Bellamy. Ida M. Tarbell, referring to Looking Backward , placed its 
author among the leading social dreamers: “ Of all Utopias which 
men, revolting against the bitter world in which we live, have cre- 
ated to stir the imagination and raise the hopes of the people of the 
earth, none has ever been so substantial, so realistic, so seemingly 
practical. A dream — yes — but a dream built upon materials in 
our hands/' 
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T he seed of anarchism was imbedded in the first established 
state. It was immanent in the individual’s natural reaction 
against his forced compliance to the will of the tribe. Later 
it became the cry of the rebel who refused to bow to authority; 
the credo of the idealist who discovered that power corrupts and 
must be destroyed at the source. These anarchists, cherishing lib- 
erty more than life, dreamed of a society in which the individual 
was completely free to live by himself if he so wished or to join 
his neighbors in voluntary association for the common good. Since 
it was in the very nature of government to exercise constraint, they 
were opposed to any communal organization which arrogated au- 
thority over its members. Peter Kropotkin, perhaps the most per- 
suasive exponent of this doctrine, defined it as “ a principle or 
theory of life and conduct under which society is conceived without 
government — harmony in such society being obtained not by sub- 
mission to law, or by obedience to any authority, but by free 
agreements to conclude between the various groups, territorial and 
professional, freely constituted for the sake of production and con- 
sumption, as also for the satisfaction of the infinite variety of 
needs and aspirations of a civilized being.” 

While the attitude of mind that gives rise to anarchism is as 
old as recorded history, the development of the concept into a so- 
cial doctrine is a relatively modem phenomenon. One of the first 
formally to criticize the state was the hedonist Aristippus, who 
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urged his fellow citizens not to yield any of their liberties to the 
government. Zeno, the great Stoic, likewise enlarged upon the idea 
of anarchism when he repudiated the omnipotence of Plato's ideal 
republic. These views, however, found little sympathy among the 
thinkers who followed them during the next two millennia. Here 
and there an isolated and obscure libertarian appeared to refute the 
prevailing authoritarianism, but his voice was readily stifled by the 
proper officials. The Catholic Church in particular saw no advan- 
tage from such heretical speculations and discouraged them with 
a finality that endured as long as its temporal power. 

With the flowering of the Age of Reason in the late eighteenth 
century, anarchistic ideas again became current. Voltaire, Diderot, 
Rousseau, and others decried the abuses of authority and played 
gingerly with the notion of a society without a government. Some 
of the Jacobins likewise advanced the alluring ideal. But the first 
systematic exponent of anarchism was William Godwin, whose 
Inquiry Concerning Political Justice appeared in 1793. Strongly 
influenced by the sentiments of the French Revolution, he argued 
that since man was a rational being he must not be hampered in 
the exercise of his pure reason. All forms of government have irra- 
tional foundations, are consequently tyrannical, and must be swept 
away. Laws, being not the product of wisdom but the result of fear 
and greed, should be replaced by the decisions of reasonable men. 
Accumulated property, being a means of exploitation, must also be 
abolished; in a later edition, however, Godwin changed his mind 
about the pernicious effect of property. The book, for all its in- 
debtedness to Aristippus and in spite of the weasel words of the 
final revision, was a work of fresh stimulation and became a bea- 
con to generations of rebels. 

A half century later Pierre Joseph Proudhon, who popularized 
anarchism, created a sensation with the publication of W hat Is 
Property? in 1840. His answer — “ property is robbery" — became 
a rallying cry for radicals everywhere. His fundamental credo was 
that “ justice is the central star which governs societies." He re- 
jected all institutions that did not square with his conception of 
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justice, and chief among these were the state and the church. He 
realized, however, tfiat the state could not be abolished in the 
foreseeable future and advocated increasing decentralization as a 
practical approach to his goal. His adherence to the utopian com- 
munism of his day was of brief duration. He soon came to favor pri- 
vate property as a means to freedom, and opposed only the accu- 
mulated possessions of the rich because they were used to exploit 
the poor. His solution for the evils of capitalism was the abolition 
of interest, which he regarded as the cause of our economic ills. To 
this end he proposed the establishment of banks which would 
serve, at cost, as places of exchange for producers and which would 
give workers checks representing the hours of labor required to 
produce a commodity. This system of mutualism, which provided 
free credit and equitable exchange, would stop exploitation and 
make possible the simultaneous existence of individual sovereignty 
and voluntary co-operation — the basic principles of anarchism. 
“ The ideal republic/' he stated, “ is a positive anarchy. It is liberty 
free from all shackles, superstitions, prejudices, sophistries, usury, 
authority; it is reciprocal liberty and not limited liberty; liberty not 
the daughter but the Mother of Order." 

While Proudhon was gaining a mass following for his principles 
of mutualism, Caspar Schmidt, better known as Max Stirner, was 
developing the doctrine of egotistical anarchism in his provocative 
book, The Ego and His Own. Repelled by the sentimentalism of 
the utopian socialists as well as by the authoritarianism of Hegel's 
absolute state, he stressed the complete supremacy of the indi- 
vidual. He argued that the highest form of civilization is predi- 
cated upon the assumption that each human being is a sovereign 
unto himself and free to follow his own bent. In elaborating 
upon this extreme form of individualism he formulated a philoso- 
phy of egoism which disdained all social and ethical standards. 

A fig for good and evil! I am I, and I am neither good nor evil. Neither 
has any meaning for me. The godly is the affair of God, and the human 
that of humanity. My concern is neither the Godly nor tho Human, is 
not the True, the Good, the Right, the Free, etc., but simply my own 
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self, and it is not general, it is individual, as I myself am individual. For 
me there is nothing above myself. 

Thus he, as egoist, laughed at the claims of others when they 
conflicted with his own needs and desires; nor did he scruple about 
property rights or law or common decency when his own wants 
were involved. His proposed League of Egoists was in truth the 
utopia of a petty bourgeois in revolt. Ironically enough, it was the 
hard selfishness of his individualist anarchism that logically justi- 
fied the “ rugged individualism ” which characterized the rampant 
capitalism of the nineteenth century. The Ego and His Own re- 
mained hidden in obscurity for several decades, but was rediscov- 
ered in the i88o’s and achieved considerable popularity, particularly 
among writers and artists who rebelled against the smugness of Vic- 
torian society. Benjamin R. Tucker, the American individualist an- 
archist, was deeply moved by Stirncr’s work and became his chief 
exponent in this country. 

Michael Bakunin, upon his return from Siberian exile in 1861, 
replaced Proudhon as the leader of the anarchist movement. A ro- 
mantic and extremist, his chief doctrines were an aggressive atheism, 
the destruction of the state, and the social revolution. He advocated 
complete freedom in all spheres. In his view the state was a neces- 
sary evil in a lower form of civilization but has subsequently be- 
come an instrument of oppression that prevented the emergence of 
a nobler form of society. It “was born historically in all countries 
of the marriage of violence, rapine, pillage, in a word, war and con- 
quest. . . . Even when it commands what is good, it hinders and 
spoils it, just because it commands it, and because every command 
provokes and excites the legitimate revolts of liberty/' A believer in 
the natural solidarity of mankind, he desired to supplant the state 
— the organ of oppression — with a free federation of autonomous 
associations from every sphere of social activity. 

Bakunin’s prison experiences developed the strain of mysticism 
in his nature and he became the exponent of conspiracy and secret 
strategy. He rejected political action as a means of abolishing the 
state, asserting that only a social revolution could achieve so radi- 
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cal a change. Since & revolution was predicated upon a universal 
uprising of the masses, and since this was possible only by means 
of an active and disciplined membership, he developed the doc- 
trine of leadership along Jesuitical principles: absolute and com- 
plete obedience to the head of the revolutionary organization. That 
this doctrine was the antithesis of anarchism did not trouble him at 
all; what mattered to him was that it squared with practical revo- 
lutionary politics. Accordingly, in 1868, he founded the Alliance 
of Social Democracy, a secret revolutionary society headed by the 
Hundred International Brothers whose “ only country was univer- 
sal revolution and whose only enemy reaction/' Fundamentally 
opposed to the principles of centralization and political action 
which Karl Marx had succeeded in establishing as the policy of 
the First International, Bakunin made use of his society in an 
effort to wrest control from Marx. This scheming led to his ex- 
pulsion from the International in 1872. His approval of violence 
as a weapon against Czarist oppression, which stimulated nihilism 
in Russia, later also encouraged individual acts of terrorism else- 
where. In Latin countries particularly his influence remained strong 
for many years and was in large part responsible for the develop- 
ment of strong anarchist and syndicalist movements in France, 
Spain, and Italy. 

Peter Kropotkin was undoubtedly the most likable if not the 
greatest of the anarchist leaders. Unlike Bakunin, he was no 
schemer, being gentle, pacifistic, frank, genuinely altruistic. Of a 
princely family, in pursuit of a career as geographer he found him- 
self facing this choice: either he must selfishly pursue his work, 
or he must do what he could to mitigate the miserable lot of his 
people. A trip to Switzerland brought him into contact with 
Bakunin and other radicals, and he subsequently embraced the 
cause of anarchism. Like other social rebels he suffered incarcera- 
tion and persecution during the first years of his activity. Early in 
the 1880'$, however, he settled in England and there he pursued 
his social and scientific studies until his return to Russia after the 
revolution in 1917. 
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One of the kindest of men, Kropotkin opposed the state as the 
agency of oppression and misrule. He likewise criticized egoistic 
individualism as a philosophy that permitted the strong and selfish 
to exploit their less aggressive neighbors. “ Individualism/' he ex- 
plained, “ narrowly egoistic, is incapable of inspiring anybody. 
There is nothing great or gripping in it. Individuality can attain its 
supreme development only in the highest common social effort ." 
In his desire to further this principle in a positive and appealing 
manner, he put forth the theory of mutual aid — the free federa- 
tion of men for the benefit of all. “ Mutual aid is, to say the least, 
as much a fundamental principle in Nature as mutual struggle; 
while for progressive evolution it is without doubt the more impor- 
tant of the two." He believed that the practice of mutual aid would 
inevitably lead to the abolition of capitalism and the establishment 
of communal anarchism. “ If plenty for all is to become a reality, 
this immense capital — cities, houses, pastures, arable lands, fac- 
tories, highways, education — must cease to be regarded as private 
property, for the monopolist to dispose of at his pleasure. . . . 
There must be Expropriation. The well-being of all — the end; ex- 
propriation — the means." Unlike Bakunin, however, he rejected 
the employment of force and depended upon education as a means 
of persuading mankind of the great benefits of communal anar- 
chism. George Bernard Shaw came close to an evaluation of Kro- 
potkin's anarchism when he called him “an advocate of free 
Democracy " and suggested that his radicalism was in the nature 
of a recoil “ from a despotism compared to which Democracy 
seems to be no government at all." For Kropotkin was primarily 
the great humanitarian eager to abolish oppression and suffering 
by the establishment of absolute equality for all. 

At the outbreak of World War I all advocates of anarchism were 
driven from the marketplace, and the subsequent emergence of 
authoritarianism — communist and fascist — has further eclipsed, 
in a large part of the world, the philosophy of the sovereign 
individual. 
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While in Europe the idea of anarchism came as a reaction against 
oppressive despotisms, in this country the frontier made it a practi- 
cal necessity long before it was used as an intellectual weapon 
against British tyranny. The pioneer living in isolation and the 
scattered settlers in outlying communities managed as best they 
could without benefit of government. Even in the established 
towns along the Atlantic coast the rule of political authority had 
little of the arbitrary constraint common throughout the older con- 
tinent. Native Americans grew up in an atmosphere of comparative 
freedom. They learned early to rely on their own powers rather 
than on the protective might of the state. When George III at- 
tempted to force his will upon them as he had on his subjects in 
England, he found himself faced with a determined rebellion. 
Thomas Jefferson and other Revolutionary leaders, influenced by 
English and French libertarian theories, spoke for both the towns- 
men and backwoodsmen when they insisted that the people are the 
source of all sovereignty. The belief in a minimum of government 
became a fundamental article of faith of the new nation. Americans 
everywhere affirmed Jefferson's “ eternal hostility to every form of 
tyranny over the mind of man." 

Since that time this love of freedom has now narrowed to a lazy 
trickle and now surged forward like a raging cataract. The half- 
century between the final war with England and the conflict be- 
tween the states witnessed a plethora of reform movements. Most 
vociferous were the Abolitionists, to whom the existence of slavery - 
was a crying iniquity. When the federal government adhered to the 
letter of the law in its effort to effect a compromise between the 
antagonistic sections, it was condemned as an oppressive tyranny. 
Men like Garrison and Phillips renounced their allegiance to it, 
John Brown openly declared war upon it, and thousands of others 
regarded is as unfit to command their respect and loyalty. 

While many of the Abolitionists carried their defiance into the 
highroad of anarchism, the leading Transcendentalists developed 
their doctrine of individualism with a boldness that led to a like 
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condemnation of governmental authority. Emerson’s cadenced en- 
comiums of self-reliance and the sovereignty of the individual were 
echoed in all the crowded lyceums from Maine to the frontier. His 
young friend and follower Henry D. Thoreau brought the doctrine 
to its logical extremity with a clarity and conviction that gave classi- 
cal expression to the philosophy of anarchism. Ilis refusal to com- 
promise with or conciliate the agents of government and his success- 
ful demonstration at Walden Pond of his ability to live apart from 
organized society made him pre-eminent among the political dis- 
sidents of the United States. 

Garrison, Phillips, Emerson, and Thoreau remained within the 
Jeffersonian orbit, even if straining at its outer edge. Josiali Warren, 
who began as a follower of Robert Owen at New Harmony and who 
was for many years an active Abolitionist, became the first avowed 
anarchist in America. Owen’s utopian communism irritated his 
independent spirit and led him to the doctrine of extreme individ- 
ualism. 44 Everyone,” he asserted, 44 must feel that he is the supreme 
arbiter of his own [destiny], that no power on earth shall rise over 
him, that he is and always shall be sovereign of himself and all re- 
lating to his individuality. Then only shall men realize security of 
person and property.” To illustrate the practicality of his theory he 
opened his Time Store in Cincinnati in 1827, many years before 
Proudhon proposed the formation of his exchange banks. Here he 
sold goods at a cost, plus four percent for overhead, plus the time 
spent on the sale. The customer was required to pay for this time 
with an equivalent amount of work. Thus, if Warren gave a half- 
hour of his time to a sale, the purchaser obligated himself to return 
thirty minutes of his own work; in the society planned by Warren 
all occupations were equally remunerative and all services were paid 
in kind. The store remained in operation for two years and demon- 
strated to the owner that 44 equity and justice in human relations 
would promote happiness to a degree unattainable in the present 
selfish scramble for place and power.” The experiment also con- 
vinced him that 44 there is no service undertaken by government 
that could not be more efficiently and more economically per- 
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formed by associated or individual effort springing naturally to 
meet the needs of society ” 

In 1850, after considerable further study and reflection, he 
founded the colony Modem Times on Long Island to prove that 
a group of individuals could live together amicably and advantage- 
ously by observing the principle of “ mind your own business.” 
Labor notes facilitated the exchange of products of farming and 
industry. Each member followed his own bent, and all voluntarily 
co-operated in performing the social tasks of the community. The 
village persisted for about twelve years, but the venture could boast 
no greater success than dozens of other utopian colonies. Warren's 
interest in it ceased soon after he had satisfied himself that men can 
be individualist anarchists and still perpetuate the human race. 
From that time till his death some twenty years later he devoted 
himself to the advocacy of his doctrine. 

Stephen Pearl Andrews, Lysander Spooner, and William B. 
Greene were among Warren's better-known followers. Discussion 
of Proudhon's views, similar to their own yet broader and clearer, 
enriched their conclusions. Greene's Mutual Banking y appearing in 
1850, presented the American version of mutualism in its most 
systematic form. He argued that while we are all dependent on one 
another, mutualism “ coordinates individuals without any sacrifice 
of individuality, into one collective whole, by spontaneous confed- 
eration and solidarity.'' Andrews's The Science of Society , published 
in 1852, was regarded by Warren as the most lucid and complete 
exposition of his own theory. The first part explained the political 
doctrine of “ the sovereignty of the individual as the final develop- 
ment of Protestantism, Democracy, and Socialism the second 
part treated the theory of cost as the limit of price and described it 
as “ a scientific measure of honesty in trade,” as one which in turn 
would “ inevitably bring about cooperation and mutual aid.” In 
their narrow concern with political liberty they disregarded or con- 
doned the wage system. In The Science of Society Andrews de- 
clared: 44 It is right that one man employ another, it bright that 
he pay him wages, and it is right that he direct him absolutely, 
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arbitrarily in the performance of his labor.” All that he and other 
individualists anarchists demanded was that “ all natural opportuni- 
ties requisite to the production of wealth be accessible to all on 
equal terms,” and that “ monopolies arising from special privileges 
created by law ” be abolished. It is not surprising therefore that 
they failed to impress their views upon a nation dominated by 
an aggressive capitalism. The authorities either ignored or tolerated 
them, and the mass of workers either knew not of their existence 
or disdained them as impractical dreamers. 

Communist anarchism reached the United States on a wave of 
strikes and riots in the late 1870’s. A number of radicals, mostly 
German immigrants, became disgusted with the political views of 
the Socialist Labor Party and broke away from it in order to create an 
organization of their own. For a while they floundered in the doc- 
trinal turbulence within the labor movement. Then in 1882 John 
Most, the dynamic exponent of Bakuninism, arrived in New York 
and quickly established his leadership of the dissident groups. 

Born in Germany in 1846 of an illegitimate mating and suffering 
from the spiritual scars of a wretched childhood as well as from 
facial disfigurement, Most grew up hating those in authority. He 
joined the Social Democrats during his teens and w r as elected to the 
Reichstag in the lSyo’s. His experience as a lawmaker convinced 
him of the futility of political action and he went over to the 
Bakunin faction. After several terms of imprisonment he left Ger- 
many and settled in London, where he began to edit Die Freiheity 
an anarchist weekly. An editorial approving the assassination of 
Czar Alexander II caused Most to be sent to jail for a term of six- 
teen months. As soon as he was released he sailed for the United 
States to resume his radical activities in the new world. At the age 
of thirty-six he was at the height of his forensic powers and already 
a legend among radicals. His platform addresses electrified his audi- 
ences. Because of his provocative and sarcastic editorials, his weekly, 
Die Freiheity appealed to his readers more effectively than any of 
the other labor periodicals. Within a few months he had persuaded 
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many of his admirers that 44 propaganda of the deed " was the surest 
way of achieving the social revolution. As practical instruction he 
published a pamphlet with the self-explanatory title: Science of 
Revolutionary Warfare: A Manual of Instructions in the Use and 
Preparation of Nitroglycerine, Dynamite, Gun-Cotton, Fulminat- 
ing Mercury, Bombs, Fuses, Poisons, etc,, etc. 

In 1883, after a year of intensive agitation he called a congress of 
communistic anarchists in Pittsburgh. Twenty-eight delegates from 
twenty-two cities gathered in solemn session and produced the fol- 
lowing platform: 

1. Destruction of the existing class rule by all means; i. e., energetic, 
relentless, revolutionary and international action. 

2. Establishment of a free society, based upon co-operative organiza- 
tion of production. 

3. Free exchange of equivalent products by and between the produc- 
tive organizations, without commerce and profit-mongcring. 

4. Organization of education on a secular, scientific, and equal basis for 
both sexes. 

5. Equal rights for all, without distinction of sex or race. 

6. Regulation of all public affairs by free contracts between the autono- 
mous (independent) communes and associations, resting on a fed- 
erative basis. 

The delegates returned to their locals determined to spread the 
gospel among their fellow workers. The focal center became Chi- 
cago, where Albert Parsons and August Spies were the energetic 
leaders. The unemployment crisis, a flurry of strikes, and the agita- 
tion for the eight-hour day strengthened the hands of the anar- 
chists, and in 1885 Parsons claimed a total membership of seven 
thousand. His weekly, Alarm, expounded the use of dynamite as 
the best available weapon against the oppressors of labor. 44 A 
pound of this good stuff/' he wrote, 44 beats a bushel of ballots all 
hollow, and don't forget it." The inflammatory language of the an- 
archist periodicals, coinciding with sporadic strikes and violence, 
alarmed many businessmen and public officials. The faqf that most 
of the anarchists were recent immigrants — Germans, Russian Jews, 
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and Italians — tended to intensify the prejudice against them. The 
newspapers, always eager to capitalize on matters of public interest, 
began to play up the threat of anarchism and reported each strike 
or labor disturbance as if it were the first blow for the social revolu- 
tion. Preachers and politicians joined in the attack with an eager- 
ness compounded of fear and pharisaism. In a short time a large 
part of the nation was converted to the belief that labor agitators 
must be exterminated if the American way of life was to be retained. 

The eight-hour-day movement was to reach its culmination in a 
general strike on May 1, 1886. On the appointed day tens of thou- 
sands of workers absented themselves from their shops in order to 
enforce their demand for the shorter workday in public meeting. 
No disturbance worthy of notice occurred during the demonstra- 
tions. On May 3, however, some of the strikers of the McCormick 
Harvester Company attacked the strikebeakers as they were leaving 
the factory. The police reserves were called out and in the mel6e 
one striker was killed and several were seriously wounded. August 
Spies, who witnessed the clash, immediately wrote a “ revenge ” 
circular, to be distributed among various groups of workers. The 
next evening a meeting of protest was held at Haymarket Square. 
The speakers were mostly anarchists, but the gathering was peace- 
ful until police reserves appeared on the scene and the officer in 
charge ordered instant dispersal. Before any protest could be made, 
a bomb exploded with terrific impact among the men in uniform, 
killing one and wounding several others. The unharmed police be- 
came panicky and fired upon the startled crowd. Some of the 
workers made quick use of their own revolvers. When the shooting 
ceased a couple of minutes later, seven policemen were dead and 
sixty wounded: the casualties among the laborers were never de- 
termined but the number was probably much higher. 

The disastrous explosion and riot shocked the entire nation. The 
loose and flamboyant talk of the anarchists now assumed a terrify- 
ing ominousness in the eyes of the adversaries of labor. In their 
hysterical fright they saw themselves deprived of their privileges 
and even of their lives. To stave off bloody revolution they deter- 
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mined to act quicklyjo destroy the aggressive leaders of labor. Edi- 
tors, preachers, and politicians — the molders of public opinion — 
needed no urging to intensify their campaign of abuse and condem- 
nation of all radicals, and particularly the anarchists. The wild-eyed, 
bushy-bearded, bomb-throwing agitator — a caricature of Most — 
became a familiar character in the cartoonist's repertory. The very 
idea of radicalism was everywhere execrated as an alien doctrine 
which sought to destroy the fundamental American liberties. 

Although the anarchists who addressed the Haymarket meeting 
had been deliberately mild in their criticism of the police, and al- 
though no evidence was ever uncovered to connect them with the 
unidentified thrower of the fatal bomb, they and several others 
were arrested, tried for murder, and sentenced to death under con- 
ditions that made impartial justice impossible. All the emphatic 
protest of liberal Americans against this violation of fair play was 
of no avail in the face of an aroused mob spirit bent on legal lynch- 
ing. Of the seven defendants condemned to die, one committed 
suicide, four were hanged, and two had their death sentences com- 
muted to life imprisonment. 

The event shook the entire nation, and with a vehemence that 
tore at its social roots. The arbitrary procedure of the police and the 
hysterical incitement of press and pulpit stung the conscience of 
those Americans who believed in democracy and feared capitalistic 
monopoly. William Dean Howells, Henry Demarest Lloyd, and 
scores of other liberals spoke out repeatedly, and with exemplary 
courage, for the acquittal of the condemned anarchists. Several 
years later Governor John P. Altgeld, more interested in “ doing 
right ” than in public applause, pardoned the surviving victims in 
a notable message exonerating the defendants and exposing the 
prejudice of judge and jury. 

From the time of the Haymarket bombing until our own day, 
the term anarchism has been generally regarded as synonymous 
with social depravity and its adherents have been branded with the 
stigma of Cain. Although few of them ever preached terrorism, and 
although John Most and his followers had early renounced it in 
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favor of peaceable propaganda, all were execrated as detestable 
desperadoes. The shooting of Henry C. Frick by Alexander Berk- 
man in 1892 and the assassination of President McKinley by Leon 
Czolgosz nine years later — both isolated attentats by hot-headed 
youths — unfortunately served to intensify the common belief in 
the inherent criminality of all anarchists. Congress responded by 
passing an act forbidding their admission to this country. The po- 
lice treated them as dangerous enemies of the state, breaking up 
their meetings at every opportunity and arresting their leaders at 
the slightest provocation. Emma Goldman, the most aggressive of 
the advocates of anarchism, suffered more harassment and violence 
from officers sworn to maintain law and order than any other 
woman of her time. Made of the stuff of martyrs, however, she car- 
ried her message to tens of thousands from one end of the country 
to the other, until her opposition to the war in 1917 caused her im- 
prisonment and subsequent deportation. 

It should be stressed that communist anarchists, unlike individ- 
ualist libertarians, were mostly workers and closely connected with 
labor organizations. They thought of themselves as the extreme left 
wing of the mass movement seeking the abolition of capitalism; 
they did not hesitate to go along with the socialists, whom they 
otherwise disdained as confused doctrinaires, in any direction that 
might lead to the social revolution. They were also among the first 
to respond to the call of strikers who needed help, and their zeal 
often proved the deciding factor in achieving victory. Frequently 
they embarrassed the more conservative labor leaders by their mere 
presence on the picket line or at workers' demonstrations, but the 
rank and file usually appreciated their devotion. As was to be ex- 
pected, they were especially interested in the activities of the 
I. W. W. (Industrial Workers of the World), which followed a 
syndicalist program, and took a major part in their strikes and in 
their clashes with the police and the courts. 

The anarchist movement in this country suffered almost com- 
plete disruption during the war years 1916-21, when the govern- 
ment attempted to destroy all radicalism by sheer force. Hundreds 
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of anarchists were jailed and deported, and those who remained 
free were cowed into outer acquiescence. By the time Attorney- 
General Palmer retired to a deserved obscurity and the opponents 
of capitalism were again permitted to make themselves heard, the 
surviving anarchists lacked the strength and leadership to resume 
their former agitation. Individuals and small groups maintained 
here and there at least a modicum of anarchist propaganda, but the 
nationwide lecture tours were no more. 

The last flare-up of anarchist activity was caused by the tragic 
Sacco-Vanzetti case. The two Italian radicals, one a shoemaker and 
the other a fish peddler, were accused of killing two men in a payroll 
robbery and sentenced to die in the electric chair. This grievous 
miscarriage of justice, like the Ilaymarkct and the Mooney-Billings 
cases, was the poisonous fruit of acute anti-radical prejudice. Again, 
however, the forces of liberalism, dormant for nearly a decade, hur- 
ried to the aid of the radicals in their long and bitter fight to save 
the two victims from electrocution. The struggle was in vain, but 
it brought to light a large number of Americans who believed in 
freedom and justice as passionately as had their Abolitionist fathers 
and grandfathers. And with them were arrayed the few zealous an- 
archists who fought for the lives of their hapless comrades with the 
determination of despair. 

In the i930 , s a number of the surviving anarchists, with Carlo 
Tresca at their head, became involved in the factional strife among 
the communists. In their natural opposition to the dominant Stalin- 
ists, a number of them embraced the cause of the Trotskyists — 
ironically the group which Emma Goldman and Berkman had 
found most obnoxious during their unhappy sojourn in Soviet 
Russia. With the assassination of Tresca, the small anarchist group 
in this country lost its chief spokesman. 

When the thick crust of prejudice is removed from the popular 
conception of anarchism, the doctrine assumes an idealistic char- 
acter bordering on utopianism. As Bertrand Russell put it: “ Lib- 
erty is the supreme good in the Anarchist creed, and liberty is 
sought by the direct road of abolishing all forcible control over the 
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individual by the community .” In their opposition to the state the 
anarchists assume that men can live together without it. Yet they 
do not conceive of a society without order, but of an order main- 
tained by self-governing groups. Nor do they ignore the advantages 
of economic combination; they merely insist that such combination 
must be wholly voluntary. From their standpoint every individual is 
a sovereign who finds it desirable to co-operate with his peers for 
the common good. “ In this sense,” remarked Thomas Huxley, 
“ strict anarchy may be the highest conceivable grade of perfection 
of social existence; for, if all men spontaneously did justice and 
loved mercy, it is plain that all swords might be advantageously 
turned into plowshares, and that the occupation of judges and 
police would be gone.” 

In plucking anarchism from the clouds of egotistical philosophy 
and thrusting it into the turmoil of the marketplace, Bakunin and 
his followers have turned it from a daydream into a challenge. They 
stressed the abolition not so much of the state as of capitalism; 
they sought to establish a society by means of social revolution and 
based on the principles of voluntary association. Judged by their 
place in the political arena they were, willy-nilly, cheek by jowl with 
the Marxian socialists; if anything, they were more aggressive in 
their agitation against the exploitation of labor. Yet their position 
was largely and necessarily negative. Their philosophy made it im- 
possible for them to bridge the gap between complete individual 
liberty and social obligations. Until men become angels or are pos- 
sessed by fanatical zeal they cannot be expected to do voluntarily 
tasks* which arc not to their liking. Nor are anarchists wholly real- 
istic in their conception of a society fostering at once unrestricted 
liberty and a limited, simplified economy in a civilization as com- 
plex as ours. Max Netlau, the leading historian of anarchism, was 
keenly aware of this impractical position. 

I have been struck for a long time [he declared] by the contrast between 
the largeness of the aim of Anarchism — the greatest possible realization 
of freedom and well-being for all — and the narrowness, so to speak, of 
the economic program of Anarchism, be it Individualist Anarchism or 
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Communist. ... I feel myself that neither Communism nor Individu- 
alism, if it became thetole economic form, would realize freedom, which 
always demands a choice of ways, a plurality of possibilities. 

The three chapters that follow deal at length with leading repre- 
sentatives of the different schools of anarchism. Henry D. Thoreau 
is unquestionably the keenest exponent of the theory that man and 
not the state is sovereign. Benjamin R. Tucker, while not the 
founder, was certainly the most influential advocate of individualist 
anarchism. Finally, Emma Goldman was for many years the dy- 
namic leader of the anarchists who worked zealously for the social 
revolution. A study of their lives and beliefs makes clear the nature 
and scope of the anarchist movement in the United States. 



HENRY DAVID THOREAU 

TRANSCENDENTAL INDIVIDUALIST 


P erhaps no other major writer has concerned himself so con- 
sciously and so effectively as Ilcnry David Thoreau with the 
ever-pressing problem of how one might earn a living and yet 
remain free. This is understandable: poverty abetted principle in 
accentuating his keen yearning for the full life. The son of an un- 
successful pencil-maker, he discovered quite early in life that most 
men cannot provide for their daily needs without giving up what 
seemed to him the better part of themselves. Concord born and 
bred, of a rebellious, reflective nature, an earnest admirer and later 
an intimate friend of Emerson, he was readily influenced by the 
ideals of transcendentalism which had become current during his 
adolescence. While still a student at Harvard he underwent a spirit- 
ual revolution after reading Emerson's essay on 44 Nature." “ In the 
woods is perpetual youth," he read. "Within these plantations of 
God, a decorum and sanctity reign, a perennial festival is dressed, 
and the guest sees not how he should tire of them in a thousand 
years. In the woods, we return to reason and faith." After this ex- 
hilarating vision, college studies became even more barren and 
fatuous than before. He longed to become a guest at nature's festi- 
val, to take to the woods rather than follow his classmates in the 
beaten groove of custom. 

It was easier to dream than to do. When Thoreau graduated 
from Harvard College in 1837 he had to begin earning his living and 
so became a teacher in the Concord public school. After a fortnight, 
however, he resigned rather than submit to the school committee's 
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insistence that he use corporal punishment instead of moral 
suasion. For months thereafter he helped his father with his pencil- 
making. His difficulty in adjusting himself to the smug materialism 
of his neighbors only intensified his yearning for a life entirely dif- 
ferent from theirs. 

“ How shall I help myself? ” he asked himself in his Journal the 
following year. His answer was: “ By withdrawing into a garret, and 
associating with spiders and mice, determining to meet myself face 
to face sooner or later/' Meantime he visited Emerson at every 
opportunity. That the older and already famous man appreciated 
his new friend is shown by the following entry in his 1838 Journal: 
“ I delight much in my friend, who seems to have as free and erect a 
mind as any I have ever met/' It was at this time that Thoreau, fol- 
lowing Emerson's suggestion, began to keep a Journal and to nur- 
ture the ambition of becoming a writer. 

He still needed to support himself, and in June 1838 he joined 
his older brother John in organizing a private school based on ad- 
vanced pedagogical principles. They soon had all the pupils they 
could accommodate, and the school flourished until March 1841, 
when it was closed as a consequence of John's illness. Thoreau was 
again at loose ends, outwardly as far as ever from his goal of self- 
sufficiency. He was determined, however, not to permit necessity 
to deprive him of adequate leisure. The next month he accepted 
Emerson's invitation to live with him as a member of the family. 
He helped edit the Dial and did many of the chores about the 
house and garden. Much of the time he was able to enjoy the soli- 
tude of his hall bedroom or to saunter in the near-by woods. 

After two years his conscience began to chafe at the thought of 
his dependence upon another, even if that other were Emerson. 
He had just read the latter's essay on“ Self Reliance 99 — 14 It is only 
as a man puts off from himself all external support and stands alone 
that I see him to be strong and to prevail " — and he wanted com- 
plete independence. Emerson thereupon arranged with his brother 
William, who lived in Staten Island, to employ the youth as a 
tutor for his son. The removal to New York was to give Thoreau the 
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opportunity of finding a place for himself as a writer. During the 
next six months he tried hard to market his essays and reviews. But 
the editors and publishers he called upon gave him little encourage- 
ment. Lonely for the serenity of the Concord woods and conclud- 
ing in his disappointment that “ the pigs in the street are the most 
respectable part of the population/' he decided to leave the indif- 
ferent metropolis and return to his beloved native haunts. 

As unable as he was unwilling to make his way in the large city, 
he now insisted on living his own life. During the years with Emer- 
son and while in New York he had read widely and pondered 
deeply on the meaning of human existence. His inherent tendency 
to shun compromise, to shy away from dogma and custom, and to 
seek the truth behind the event, had become a rebellious resolve to 
follow his own bent without regard to the opinion of others. The 
decision was not made in haste. While still a senior in college he 
had written: “The fear of displeasing the world ought not in the 
least to influence my actions. Were it otherwise, the principle ave- 
nue to Reform would be closed." Several months later he had as- 
serted in his Commencement Speech that “ the characteristic of our 
epoch is perfect freedom — freedom of thought and action." Dur- 
ing the years of groping he recorded in his Journal the thoughts 
that became stepping-stones to a mature philosophy of life. 

As to conforming outwardly, and living your own life inwardly, I have 
not a very high opinion of that course. ... If I were confined to a 
corner in a garret all my days, like a spider, the world would be just as 
large to me while I had my thoughts. . . . Perhaps I am more than 
usually jealous of my freedom. I feel that my connections with and obli- 
gations to society are at present very slight and transient. ... If I 
should sell both my forenoons and afternoons to society, neglecting my 
peculiar calling, there would be nothing left worth living for. I trust that 
I shall never thus sell my birthright for a mess of pottage. 

On his return to Concord towards the end of 1843 he yielded 
completely to the allure of the neighboring woods, fields, and 
waters. To minimize his working time he stripped his needs to the 
bone. He wore corduroy clothes, ate simply and frugally, and denied 
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himself the indulgences that cost money. Indeed he soon pursued 
poverty as others do wealth. Simplicity of life gave him what he 
desired most — leisure, peace of mind, freedom. Reversing the Bib- 
lical injunction, he labored one day a week and made of the other 
six a prolonged Sabbath. For the next year and a half he worked at 
odd jobs, helped build his father's house, and prepared for the ex- 
periment that was to prove his ability to live as he pleased and to 
write immortal prose. 

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front 
only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had 
to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. 
I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish 
to practise resignation, unless it was quite necessary. I wanted to live 
deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan- 
like as to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, 
to drive life into a comer, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it 
proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of 
it and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to know 
it by experience, and be able to give a true account of it in my next ex- 
cursion. 

The foregoing celebrated passage from Walden suggests nothing 
quixotic or altruistic in Thoreau’s experiment in solitude. He was 
neither running away from life nor improvising a new panacea. 
Even more than Emerson he scorned the social reformers. Extreme 
individualist that he was, he refused to join Brook Farm, asserting 
that he 44 would rather keep bachelor's hall in hell than go to board 
in heaven." Nor could his personal solution be regarded as eccentric 
in a nation whose undaunted pioneers were then conquering a con- 
tinental frontier. 

The details of Thoreau’s two years and two months of solitary 
life at Walden Pond are to be found in the book which spread his 
fame to the ends of the earth. Possessed of manual skill, he built 
himself a substantial hut for twenty-eight dollars and lived in it at an 
average cost of twenty-seven cents a week. He enjoyed livipg alone, a 
mile from the nearest neighbor, amidst the tranquillity of nature. 
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“ I thrive best on solitude," he told his Journal. “ My fairies invari- 
ably take to flight when a man appears upon the scene/' Time, to 
him the most precious of man's possessions, was all his own and he 
luxuriated in this leisure to the utmost. He read stimulating books, 
wrote much and thought even more; he studied nature with keen 
attention, visited the village and received visitors at his hut. In his 
own estimation, the experiment was entirely successful: he had 
learned the secret of life and had found it truly sublime. 

Thoreau came to Walden Pond a probing and perturbed youth; 
he left it a man profoundly aware of the working of both nature and 
the mind. The Concord townsmen still regarded him as queer, “ a 
Harvard graduate turned loafer and handyman." But Emerson and 
Channing and Alcott, who had visited him and had read his writ- 
ings, greatly respected the wildwood freshness of his acute intellect. 
While at the Pond Thoreau had completed A Week on the Con- 
cord and Merrimac Rivers , an account of the excursion he and his 
brother John had taken in 1839, replete with nature lore and the 
reflections of a poetic youth in search of his soul. He had also writ- 
ten the greater part of Walden and many pages of his Journal. By 
the time he left the hut he had developed a prose style that centered 
in the epigrammatic phrase and sparkled with the luster of the 
subtly cadenced sentence. The interval also served to clarify his 
views on economics which, particularly in Walden , were to become 
the most eloquent, if unavailing, protest against materialistic dom- 
ination ever uttered by an American. 

Having satisfied himself that man can live on very little and be 
the happier for it, Thoreau spoke out firmly and frequently for the 
simple life. He abhorred the greediness of men, their zeal to ac- 
cumulate wealth, their slavish devotion to things. In his Journal 
and in his famous essay, “ Life Without Principle," he wrote scath- 
ingly of businessmen and others who valued money above every- 
thing else and profaned their minds in the unscrupulous pursuit of 
it. He maintained caustically that “ most are engaged in business 
the greater part of their lives, because the soul abhors a vacuum, 
and they have not discovered any continuous employment for 
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man's nobler faculties/' The rush to acquire California's new-found 
gold struck him as a^tine example of the processes of enrichment 
which 44 almost without exception head downward." 44 I know of no 
more startling development of the immorality of trade, and all the 
common modes of getting a living. ... It is not enough to tell me 
you worked hard to get your gold. So does the Devil work hard." 

Thoreau had proved to his own satisfaction that no man needed 
to be a slave to work. It was his firm belief, indeed, that 44 a man had 
better starve at once than lose his innocence in the process of get- 
ting his bread." Yet he knew that most men lacked his love of in- 
dependence; that the urge to live reconciled them to slavery. 
Against this increasing dehumanization he directed his keenest 
shafts. 44 Even if we grant that the American has freed himself from 
a political tyrant, he is still the slave of an economic and moral 
tyrant." He particularly regretted the spread of industrialism and 
the plight of the workers in the mills and factories. 44 It is remark- 
able," he wrote, “ that there is little or nothing to be remembered 
written on the subject of getting a living; how to make getting a 
living not merely honest and honorable, but altogether inviting and 
glorious; for if getting a living is not so, then living is not." 

Again and again he returned to his attack upon those who were 
forfeiting their souls in the mad scramble for material possessions. 
Wealth, he argued, was truly impoverishing because it enslaved 
one to things. Genuine wealth was not possession but enjoyment. 
44 It is the greatest of all advantages to enjoy no advantage at all. I 
find it invariably true, the poorer I am, the richer I am. ... I am 
reminded often that if I had bestowed on me the wealth of Croesus, 
my aims must still be the same, and my means essentially the 
same." Not luxury, but the edification of the spirit was man's 
greatest good. It was far better to forgo physical comfort than the 
pleasures afforded by nature and the nobler faculties. 44 The most 
glorious fact in our experience," he wrote in A Week , 44 is not any- 
thing we have done or may hope to do, but a transient thought, a 
vision, or dream, which we have had. I would give all the wealth of 
the world, and all the deeds of all the heroes, for one true vision." 
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In his quest for economic freedom Thoreau developed a pro- 
found hostility to authoritarianism. He was not alone, of course, in 
placing the individual above the state. The pioneering spirit was 
of necessity individualistic: willy-nilly the early settlers had to shift 
for themselves, and many of those who subsequently established 
their claims on the frontier did so to avoid the restraints of an or- 
ganized society. The followers of Jefferson favored their leader's 
assumption that that government was best which governed least. 
Nearer home were Abolitionists like Garrison and Wendell Phillips 
who repudiated the federal and state governments as well as the 
Constitution for condoning the existence of slavery. Thoreau, how- 
ever, went even beyond these in his extreme stand against political 
power. In “ Civil Disobedience ” and in later writings he pro- 
pounded his opposition to the state with such eloquence that like- 
minded men the world over have acclaimed him as their spokesman 
ever since. 

Inevitably Thoreau gravitated towards philosophical anarchism. 
He was, according to Emerson, “ a born protestant. . . . He in- 
terrogated every custom and wished to settle all his practice on an 
ideal foundation." This practical pursuit of his ideals strengthened 
his character. Emerson's conspicuous practitioner of self-reliance, he 
again and again rebelled against the claims and conventions of so- 
ciety. Asking little, he wanted to give even less. To him most insti- 
tutions embodied “ the will of the dead " to oppress the living; he 
would neither respect them nor accept any part of them unless they 
passed his test of relevancy. Nor did he dread standing alone. “ To 
some men their relation to mankind is all important," he recorded 
in his Journal. “ I feel myself not so vitally related to my fellow- 
men. I impinge on them but by a point on one side. It is not a 
Siamese-twin ligature that binds me to them. It is unsafe to defer 
so much to mankind and the opinions of society, for these are al- 
ways, and without exception, heathenish and barbarous, seen from 
the heights of philosophy." Not that he disdained his neighbors; 
he simply felt no need of their fellowship and resented constraint, 
whether put on him by an individual or by the state. 
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So long as he was left alone he was perfectly willing to remain a 
passive rebel. His civil disobedience was precipitated in 1846 by the 
demand of a poll tax which he believed was to further the pro- 
slavery war with Mexico. He did not object to paying taxes as such, 
and he was not in arrears with his highway tax; but as a strong oppo- 
nent of slavery he would do nothing that furthered that iniquitous 
institution. When he came into town one day to have a shoe 
mended he was put in jail. The next morning his mortified family 
paid the tax without his knowledge and he was released. 

“ Civil Disobedience ” grew out of his reflections upon his impris- 
onment. On leaving the town jail he felt the darts of antagonism. 
Certain he was right, he regarded those who disapproved of his de- 
fiance as enslaved to their prejudices and superstitions. For he be- 
lieved that he could not as a free man have done otherwise. Basing 
his stand on the transcendental esteem of the individual, he rea- 
soned that he and not society was the better judge of right and 
wrong. Thus he had refused to pay church tithes and to attend 
religious services because he had a low opinion of the organized 
church. Again, since he preferred poverty and freedom to comfort 
and economic subjection, he insisted on living his own life in his 
own way. He refused to vote because he regarded the ballot as a 
feeble political instrument: by voting for the available candidates 
one merely furthered the work of the demagogues. Nor would he 
submit to the will of the majority in matters of principle, since he 
saw “ but little virtue in the action of the masses of men/' And 
while he did not advocate fighting wrong, he certainly would not 
support wrong by his acquiescence. To pay the poll tax was to his 
mind equivalent to abetting the government in furthering slavery. 
This he would not do. The next step was civil disobedience. “ I 
simply wish to refuse allegiance to the State, to withdraw and stand 
aloof from it effectually. ... In fact, I quietly declare war with 
the State, after my fashion, though I will still make what use and 
get what advantage of her I can, as is usual in such cases/' Always 
the practical Yankee, he saw no reason to decline the benefits of 
government merely because he refused its ignoble demands. 
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He did not shirk the consequences of his action. If governmental 
iniquity, he asserted, “ is of such a nature that it requires you to be 
the agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. . . . 
Law never made men a whit more just, and, by means of their re- 
spect for it, even the well-disposed are daily made the agents of 
injustice” He therefore submitted to incarceration rather than 
help strengthen slavery, knowing that he would feel freer in jail 
with a clear conscience than at large with a burdened one. This 
insistence on acting from principle motivated his entire behavior. 
Nor was he unaware of his radicalism. 44 Action from principle, the 
perception and performance of right, changes things and relations; 
it is essentially revolutionary, and does not consist wholly with any- 
thing which was. It not only divides states and churches, it divides 
families; ay, it divides the individual, separating the diabolical in 
him from the divine.” It was his firm belief, moreover, logically 
deduced from his transcendental view of society, that if enough 
men passively resisted injustice, the government would soon be 
driven to capitulate. Such action on the part of a resolute minority 
would lead to a 44 bloodless revolution.” 44 If the alternative fs to 
keep all just men in prison, or to give up war and slavery, the State 
will not hesitate which to choose.” 

Along with Godwin, Emerson, and the extreme Abolitionists, 
Thoreau was not concerned with the fate of society subsequent to 
the collapse of government. He did not conceive of the state in the 
abstract; to him it was the power of government used by politicians 
for ends that were usually deplorable. Since its power was originally 
derived from individuals, their rights were of necessity superior to 
those conceded to the state. Man was not born to be forced; his first 
duty was to his conscience. If the state attempted to ride roughshod 
over the rights of its citizens, the latter must without compromise 
resist this breach of compact. The sooner the oppressive state was 
shorn of its power, the better. 44 Government,” he asserted, 44 is at 
best an expedient; but most governments are usually, and all gov- 
ernments are sometimes, inexpedient.” 

Not that Thoreau was opposed to the state as such. He knew that 
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so long as men were subject to greed and passion they needed po- 
licing by public authority. What he objected to was the arrogation 
of power by the state to the detriment of its citizens. In his view 
this censure applied as much to the weak, liberal government under 
which he lived as to the most oppressive tyranny: their respective 
clashes with the upright individual differed in degree rather than 
in kind. From this standpoint “ that government is best which gov- 
erns not at all.” Since such government was not yet in existence, he 
outlined his conception of the ideal state: 

There will never be a really free and enlightened State until the State 
comes to recognize the individual as a higher and independent power, 
from which all its own power and authority are derived, and treats him 
accordingly. I please myself with imagining a State at least which can 
afford to be just to all men, and to treat the individual with respect as a 
neighbor; which even would not think it inconsistent with its own re- 
pose if a few were to live aloof from it, not meddling with it, nor em- 
braced by it, who fulfilled all the duties of neighbors and fellow-men. A 
State which bore this kind of fruit, and suffered it to drop off as fast as 
it ripened, would prepare the way for a still more perfect and glorious 
State, which also I have imagined, but not yet anywhere seen. 

“ Civil Disobedience ” was written primarily to vindicate the 
ethical principles which led to its author's imprisonment. It is a 
vigorous essay, full of strong feeling and lofty rebelliousness, and 
bristling with pointed epigrams. Nevcrthless it was a self-conscious 
performance: his indignation was simulated; his philosophy of 
idealistic anarchism was an exercise in moral contemplation. It was 
his reaction to a situation forced on him against his will. Nor was 
it a work of originality — the basic ideas having had political cur- 
rency for nearly a century. That the essay should have become the 
classic statement of the ever-present conflict between the individ- 
ual and the state is a tribute to the rhetorical effectiveness of Thor- 
eau's style. 

It should be stressed that the provocation in this instance was 
personal and relatively unimportant. A night in jail served Thoreau 
as an opportune springboard; being the man he was, he was bound 
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to give expression to his anti-authoritarian views sooner or later. He 
therefore minimized the prison incident and dwelt mainly on the 
philosophical aspects of the problem. Yet as a thorough individ- 
ualist he shied away from the implications of practical reform. He 
had a very poor opinion of both society and its institutions, and pre- 
ferred to live the hermit rather than try to lift men to his own lofty 
level. He had himself in mind when he wrote: 44 The true poet will 
ever live aloof from society, wild to it, as the finest singer is the wood 
thrush, a forest bird.” The turmoil and turpitude of the market- 
place were not for him. 44 What is called politics,” lie was to write 
in 44 Life Without Principle,” 44 is comparatively so superficial and 
inhuman, that, practically, I have never fairly recognized that it 
concerns me at all.” 

It was easy enough for Thoreau to keep aloof from the fussy re- 
form movements such as Temperance and Woman's Rights, since 
they seemed to him of little consequence in a society suffering from 
economic and moral slavery. 44 The wisest man preaches no doc- 
trine,” was his motto. Nor was he much interested in the Abolition 
movement so long as it remained on the level of virtuous talk. It 
was simply not in his philosophy to crusade for the betterment of 
mankind. Moreover, from his high ethical perch the cotton-mill 
owners in his own state were no less guilty of human subjugation 
than the cotton planters of South Carolina. If he were to devote 
himself to fighting iniquity and oppression wherever he came upon 
them, he would have no time to live his own life. 44 It is not a man’s 
duty,* as a matter of course,” he argued in 44 Civil Disobedience,” 
44 to devote himself to the eradication of any, even the most enor- 
mous wrong; he may still properly have other concerns to engage 
him.” Among these concerns were excursions to Cape Cod, the 
Maine woods, Canada, nature studies in the vicinity of his beloved 
Concord, and above all the writing, with scrupulous stylistic care, 
of the volumes that were to place his name alongside of Emerson’s. 

The passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which brought 
slavery to his very door, greatly irritated his conscience. In the past 
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he had more than once helped his family to shelter runaway slaves. 
The new law, however, not only made such succor a criminal act 
but also directed him, as a citizen, to assist public officials in track- 
ing down fugitive Negroes. That was too much. His conscience gave 
him no peace. In his Journal his excited indignation filled page after 
page. When Thomas Sims was taken in Boston and returned to 
his one-time owner, Thorcau felt as if he himself had, by virtue of 
his passivity, participated in the crime against the innocent victim. 
Had he been in the Massachusetts capital, he would probably have 
opposed the slave-catchers with more than words of wrath. As it 
was, his saunterings became even more solitary, and his assiduous 
study of nature appeared almost a flight from reality. 

Three years later the arrest and deportation of Anthony Burns 
shocked Thoreau into action. As a man of strict principle — and he 
was then writing “ Life Without Principle ” — he could no longer 
ignore the ignoble behavior of his native state. “ Who can be serene 
in a country where both the rulers and the ruled are without prin- 
ciple? The remembrance of my country spoils my walks. My 
thoughts are murder to the State, and involuntarily go plotting 
against her/' On July 4, 1854, he left his seclusion and delivered a 
philippic that exploded in the face of proud Boston Brahmins. The 
address, “ Slavery in Massachusetts/' was made at Framingham be- 
fore an enthusiastic Abolitionist audience. It said little of Negro 
slavery and less of the South. Instead it dwelt on the moral laxity 
of the North, the degrading influences of the city, the venality of 
the press and the courts, and the general evasive loyalty to the letter 
of the Constitution. 

What perturbed Thoreau most deeply was the subservience of 
his native state to a federal government bent on preserving slavery. 
The politicians had indeed degraded it to “ a drab of State, a cloth- 
o’-silver slut/' Such a state undermined the moral integrity of its 
citizens and endangered the liberties gained with the blood of their 
grandfathers in 1776. “ I want my countrymen to consider that 
whatever the human law may be, neither an individual nor a nation 
can ever commit the least act of injustice against the obscurest in- 
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dividual without having to pay the penalty for it.” In returning 
Anthony Burns to his former master, Massachusetts was not merely 
depriving a Negro of his freedom but was making mock of the polit- 
ical principles upon which it had been founded. Of such a state he 
could not be a citizen. “ I have lived for the last month — and I 
think every man in Massachusetts capable of the sentiment of 
patriotism must have had a similar experience — with the sense of 
having suffered a vast and indefinite loss. I did not know at first 
what ailed me. At last it occurred to me that what I have lost was a 
country.” If Americans were again to live as free men they must 
fight to regain the Revolutionary inheritance which they had fool- 
ishly tossed away. 

More than William II. Seward or any of the other exponents of 
the “ higher law ” doctrine Thoreau affirmed the supremacy of con- 
science. The mistreatment of Anthony Burns having given fresh 
evidence of the egregious nature of the Fugitive Slave Act, he ap- 
pealed to the citizens of Massachusetts to disavow their blind alle- 
giance to man-made law, to stop quibbling as to the legality of 
slavery under the Constitution, and to heed the inner voice of con- 
science. 

The question is, not whether you or your grandfather, seventy years 
ago, did not enter into an agreement to serve the Devil, and that service 
is not accordingly now due, but whether you will not now, for once and 
at last, serve God, — in spite of your own past recreancy, or that of your 
ancestors, — by obeying that eternal and only just CONSTITUTION, 
which He, and not any Jefferson or Adams, has written in your being. 

If the government insisted on forcing the demoralizing pro- 
slavery law upon its citizens, resistance was the only remedy. He 
urged his auditors to trample the law as one did a snake. 

This law rises not to the level of the head or the reason; its natural 
habitat is the dirt. It was born and bred, and has its life, only in the 
dust and mire, on a level with the feet; and he who walks with free- 
dom, and does not with Hindoo mercy avoid treading on every venomous 
reptile, will inevitably tread on it, and so trample it under foot, — and 
Webster, its maker, like the dirt-bug and its ball. 
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His final thrust was jthat this country needed men, “ not of policy, 
but of probity,” men who will obey the spirit rather than the letter 
of the law. “ The law will never make men free/' he insisted; “ it is 
men who have got to make the law free.” If the federal government 
persisted in its promotion of slavery, it was up to Massachusetts to 
leave the Union; otherwise it was incumbent upon its citizens to 
refuse allegiance to the state “ as long as she hesitates to do her 
duty/' 

Thoreau’s transcendental individualism attained a dramatic 
climax in his defense of John Brown. Five years earlier, having de- 
livered his indictment of Massachusetts and thereby having cleared 
his conscience, he had gone back to his woods to experience the 
peace of soul which no man could give him. Season after season 
he observed the miracle of nature with joyous gratitude. His Journal 
recorded the minute details of his studies and discoveries, of his 
sensitive reactions and reflections. The renown that came to him 
after the publication of W olden had no effect upon his social status; 
to most Americans he remained “ the hermit of Concord/' Yet at 
no time did he turn his mind from the events that were rapidly 
shaping the future. When John Brown, the hero of Osawatomie, 
visited Concord in 1857 to collect funds for his anti-slavery enter- 
prises, Thoreau contributed his mite. He was strongly impressed by 
the man's flinty character and firm idealism. When Brown again 
lectured in Concord two years later, shortly before leaving for Vir- 
ginia, Thoreau was once more present and rejoiced to find the old 
Abolitionist so determined in his righteous resolve. Here at last was 
the ideal man of action. 

The following October came the electrifying news of John 
Brown's attack at Harpers Ferry. The first general reaction was 
dismay and indignation. Even most of the Abolitionists were 
shocked by the folly of the raid and were quick to disassociate them- 
selves from it. Not so Thoreau. He at once perceived the heroic 
stature of the man and exulted to be his contemporary. For several 
days and nights he filled his Journal with excited thoughts on the 
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singular event. Then, disregarding the active antagonism of his 
townsmen, he organized a meeting in the vestry of a church and 
delivered his defense of John Brown. According to The Liberator , 
“ he spoke with real enthusiasm for an hour and a half. A very 
large audience listened to this lecture, crowding the hall half an 
hour before the time of its commencement, and giving hearty 
applause to some of the most energetic expressions of the 
speaker.” 

44 A Plea for Captain John Brown ” was not made in an effort 
to save the life of the condemned raider. 44 1 plead not for his life, 
but for his character — his immortal life.” It was a warm and forth- 
right defense of the principles which Thoreau had been asserting 
all his adult life and for which John Brown was about to be hanged. 
There was this difference, however. The author of 44 Civil Dis- 
obedience,” faced with a new and desperate situation, had come to 
realize that passive resistance was not enough. When a state 
trampled on human rights and individual integrity — and these 
abstract things assumed the guise of a human being in danger of 
his life — violent rebellion was the only effective method of resist- 
ance. And he was as ready philosophically, as John Brown was actu- 
ally, to face the expected consequences. 44 1 do not wish to kill or be 
killed,” he wrote during the trial in Virginia, 44 but I can foresee 
circumstances in which both of these things would be by me un- 
avoidable. In extremities I would even be killed ” 

A man of the garret and the woods, he admired all the more the 
fanatic idealist who was also a daring and dangerous man of action. 
He thought no other American could measure up to John Brown's 
noble stature; indeed the old rebel was 44 firmer and higher princi- 
pled ” than the best of men of 1776. Only a Cromwell might be 
regarded as his peer. 

He was a superior man. He did not value his bodily life in compari- 
son with ideal things. He did not recognize unjust human laws, but re- 
sisted them as he was bid. For once we are lifted out of our trivialities 
and dust of politics into the region of truth and manhood. No man in 
America has ever stood up so persistently and effectively for the dig- 
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nity of human nature^ knowing himself for a man, and the equal of 
any and all governments. In that sense he was the most American of 
us all. 

One need only think of this rock-hewn old man with his six sons 
and few devoted followers dedicating themselves to a task that 
meant certain death “ without expecting any reward but good con- 
science, ^ to understand why Thoreau called their attack upon a 
government arsenal “ a sublime spectacle/' 

In his plea for John Brown he lashed out against the state with 
all his intellectual might. “ The only government that I recognize, 
— and it matters not how few are at the head of it, or how small its 
army, — is that power which establishes justice in the land, and not 
that which establishes injustice." He pointed out that Brown's body 
was of little worth, but that in snuffing out its life the government 
was making the gallows glorious as the cross. “ You who pretend 
to care for Christ crucified, consider what you are about to do to 
him who offered himself to be the savior of four million men." So 
deeply agitated was he by John Brown's sublime daring, that he 
predicted the triumph of righteousness. “ When a government 
takes the life of a man without the consent of his conscience, it is 
an audacious government, and is taking a step towards its own dis- 
solution." Right and justice, he asserted, will prevail long after the 
mightiest of governments have passed into oblivion. 

Thoreau was the first to speak in praise of the condemned Aboli- 
tionist, the first to recognize his singular spiritual drive. For months 
after John Brown was hanged Thoreau found no peace. The death 
of his hero so perturbed his mind as to alter his outlook on life. The 
woods lost their appeal, solitude ceased to attract him. “ I was so 
absorbed in him as to be surprised whenever I detected the routine 
of the natural world surviving still, or met persons going about their 
affairs indifferent." While in this disconcerted state — and the on- 
coming “ bronchitis " did not help his disposition — he paid little 
heed to the surging passions which Brown's death had helped to 
swell into an irresistible tide. The election of Abraham Lincoln 
and the outbreak of the Civil War, good omens though they were. 
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roused in him not a fraction of the enthusiasm generated in his 
heart by the raid at Harpers Ferry. His hero had acted from strict 
principle; the country at war was a maelstrom of prejudice and hate. 

On July 4, i860, Thoreau came to North Elba to lecture before 
the martyr's family and neighbors. In 44 The Last Days of John 
Brown ” he related the now familiar events with simple and sincere 
admiration, praising the natural nobility of the man's spirit. Other 
Abolitionists, he pointed out, had been hanged in the South with- 
out disturbing the peace of the nation; in Brown's case the revolu- 
tion of opinion came not after the lapse of years but within a few 
days. This extraordinary phenomenon testified not only to his ex- 
ceptional firmness of principle but also to the innate morality of the 
people; in learning from the possibility of living and dying for an 
ideal they were lifted to a nobler level. 44 When a noble deed is 
done, who is likely to appreciate it? They who are noble themselves. 
I was not surprised that certain of my neighbors spoke of John 
Brown as an ordinary felon, for who are they? They have either 
much flesh, or much office, or much coarseness of some kind." And 
although the state took the life of him who 44 appeared the greatest 
and best in it," the very sacrifice served to fire men's conscience. 
That was John Brown's contribution to mankind and it had gained 
him immortality. 

Less than two years later, after considerable illness, Thoreau him- 
self was counted among the immortals. 

It would be unfair, if not futile, to evaluate Thoreau's social 
philosophy by contemporary standards. He was peculiarly the prod- 
uct of an America at the beginning of its industrial development. 
One need only consider how gratuitous his accentuated individ- 
ualism would have appeared to the signers of the Declaration of 
Independence, and how unrealistic it seems in our era of statism, 
to realize that it could have flourished only during the early laissez- 
faire era of inchoate capitalism. Thoreau was indeed the last great 
American exponent of the Rousseauistic doctrine of the natural 
rights of man. It was just because he could foresee the final subjuga- 



HENRY DAVID THOREAU 


tion of the individual by the Leviathan State that he spoke out 
against it with such uncompromising idealism. Yet even now, for 
all the present impracticality of his anarchistic principles, there is 
an essential appeal in his philosophy which endears him to all 
freedom-loving peoples. 

Thoreau's nonconformity was compounded of Emerson's prin- 
ciple of self-reliance, the teachings of Hindu scripture, the neces- 
sary individualism of the frontiersman. Like so many of his 
contemporaries he grew up to question the mores and manners of 
his generation; unlike them, however, he was, in Emerson's phras- 
ing. “ stubborn and implacable " in his adherence to his principles. 
He found life beautiful, reflection exhilarating, and he wanted 
nothing more. When he discovered that earning a living left no time 
for life, he rebelled. He scorned as monstrous the gospel of work 
which was part of the Puritan way of life and which was eagerly 
propagated by an emerging industrialism. Wealth he regarded as an 
incubus that corrupted the body and degraded the soul. A Yankee 
hedonist, he argued that man's goal was enjoyment, not property. 
The success of his experiment at Walden Pond validated his trans- 
cendental economics. Nor is it fair to maintain that he was able to 
live on six weeks' work a year because he had the assistance of Emer- 
son and his family. The fact is that the account with his mother was 
kept to the half-penny, and that the service he rendered the Emer- 
son household easily balanced the cost of his room and board and 
the rent on the lot at Walden. So far as he was concerned, it was 
merely a matter of preferring personal leisure to physical comfort, 
spiritual ease to social approval, and no man had a greater right to 
such a decision. The residual significance of this preference lies 
rather in his thoroughgoing criticism of a materialistic society which 
made such a choice necessary, and this criticism is as relevant now 
as it was in his day. 

Solitude and soul-searching nurtured an acutely critical opinion 
of society. It pained him to see men ignore or degrade the values 
which alone made life meaningful. A strong believer in the princi- 
ples of Sam Adams and Jefferson and Tom Paine, he resented the 
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curbs placed upon the rights of the individual, the increasing arroga- 
tion of power by the government. More and more he saw the 
United States changing from the agricultural, politically weak state 
of his childhood to the slave-ridden, compromising government of 
Webster and Calhoun — with the industrial vanguard in the East 
threatening ominously to transform the country into a huge mech- 
anized mill — and his sharp protest became a desperate last cry 
against the inevitable. His rejection of the state was in effect a re- 
fusal to submit to “ the freedom of the prison-yard/' In possession 
of greater literary power and firmer principles than the other dis- 
sidents of his day, he championed the rights of the individual with 
such persuasive eloquence that his “ Civil Disobedience ” became 
the classic expression of philosophical anarchism. 

Thoreau’s indictment of the state was obviously the hyperbole of 
the advocate. He did not approve of license. “ To speak practically 
and as a citizen, unlike those who call themselves no government 
men, I ask for, not at once no government, but at once a better gov- 
ernment.” Although he believed that the ideal society needed no 
government — and in this he was the philosophical anarchist — he 
was too wise ever to expect perfection. In denouncing the state he 
aimed at assuring the individual the freedom to which he was en- 
titled. And if his anarchistic direction leads to a blind alley, his bold 
method of moral resistance is still pertinent. 

His antipathy to politicians who preferred palliatives to principles 
having burst into trenchant wrath at the passage of the Fugitive 
Slave Act, he put the issue of slavery where it belonged: upon the 
conscience of those who adhered submissively to the letter of the 
Constitution. His outburst was provoked not so much by the cap- 
ture of a few slaves as by the moral lassitude which made such an 
event possible. He wanted the men of Massachusetts to be worthy 
of their inheritance. “ O for a man who is a Man, and, as my neigh- 
bor says, has a bone in his back which you cannot pass your hand 
through.” Even Emerson seemed to him not firm enough. 

Then came John Brown's dramatic raid, and Thoreau at last had 
his hero. In his estimation no other of his contemporaries had acted 
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so purely from principle. While other Abolitionists merely ranted, 
Brown had the great courage to precipitate action; in giving his life 
for an ideal he helped to destroy the roots of slavery. And “ the 
hermit of Concord ” was gratified to learn before his death in 1862 
that the soldiers of the North were marching to battle with the 
name of John Brown on their lips. 

Henry David Thoreau excelled as a writer of trenchant prose and 
as a poet of nature. But it is as the eloquent spokesman of noble 
principles and the superiority of conscience that he is best remem- 
bered the world over. Many of his admirers, influenced by the esti- 
mates of his two most distinguished disciples, Tolstoy and Gandhi, 
have thought of him primarily as the outstanding practitioner of 
passive resistance. He was far more than that. His attitude toward 
the state remained negative and inactive so long as it left him in 
peace. But when it acted in a manner to trouble his conscience, he 
at once became aggressive in his attack against it. He was ready to 
“ kill or be killed ” in behalf of his ideals. Were he living in our 
time, he would not merely have secluded himself or have fasted in 
protest; he surely would have breasted the rising tide of authoritar- 
ianism and would have suffered martyrdom rather than com- 
promise his conscience. This love of liberty, this boldness of spirit, 
this loyalty to principle, rather than his doctrine of nonresistance, 
we might take to heart as his most valuable contribution to our 
moral heritage. 



BENJAMIN R. TUCKER 

INDIVIDUALIST ANARCHIST 


B enjamin R. Tucker, chief exponent of individualist anarch- 
ism or the doctrine of the stateless society, had his roots deep 
in Yankee idealism. Of Colonial and Quaker ancestry, bom in 
Dartmouth, Massachusetts, in 1854, wh en the agitation for the ab- 
olition of Negro slavery was reaching its crest, he grew up in an at- 
mosphere of social reform. lie was a very bright child and was early 
stimulated by the radical preaching of the Unitarian minister whose 
church he attended. He became “ a daily devourer of the New York 
Tribune from the age of twelve/' when Horace Greeley was at his 
best as the journalistic spokesman for American liberalism. During 
his early teens he studied the writings of Darwin, Spencer, Buckle, 
Mill, Huxley, and Tyndall, and all of them strengthened his non- 
conformist tendencies. He also went regularly to the winter lectures 
at the New Bedford Lyceum, and heard such advanced speakers as 
Wendell Phillips, Garrison, and Emerson. By the time he gradu- 
ated. from the Friends School in 1870 he was, much more than his 
fellows, eager to reform the world. His parents persuaded him to 
attend the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where he re- 
mained for three years, more absorbed in social problems than in 
the study of engineering. A chance meeting with the aged Josiah 
Warren, the pioneer anarchist, so sharpened his interest in individ- 
ual liberty that he decided to make it his prime concern. Many 
years later he had this to say of his adolescent zeal: 

I naturally took a decided stand on all religious, scientific, political 
and social questions, and cherished a choice collection of chaotic and 
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contradictory convictions, which did not begin to clear until I reached 
the age of eighteen, when a lucky combination of influences trans- 
formed me into the consistent anarchist that I have remained until this 
day. In the meantime I had been an atheist, a materialist, an evolution- 
ist, a prohibitionist, a free trader, a champion of the legal eight-hour- 
day, a woman suffragist, an enemy of marriage, and a believer in sexual 
freedom. 

For all his intellectual aggressiveness, at eighteen Tucker was a 
very shy youth. He was, moreover, too busy with philosophical 
studies and too preoccupied with the establishment of the newly 
organized New England Labor Reform League to suffer for the lack 
of feminine friendship. It was as a representative of the League that 
he met the still alluring Victoria Woodhull, notorious socialist and 
feminist. She was having difficulty in obtaining permission to lec- 
ture in Massachusetts towns on “ The Principles of Social Free- 
dom.” When Tucker heard of this denial of free speech he at once 
joined her manager in the fight for her constitutional rights. After 
considerable exertion he succeeded in browbeating the mayor of 
one city into granting the required permit. A few days later Victoria 
delivered her speech. When her young champion was introduced to 
her, she was at once attracted to him. Though she was then twice 
his age, he found her charming. Some months later, when she again 
visited Boston, she invited him to call on her and promptly seduced 
him. Shortly thereafter he went to New York to meet with radical 
groups, and while there he resumed his intimacy with Victoria. Nor, 
when his father sent him abroad for study, did he think it odd that 
she and her family should accompany him. After several weeks, 
however, Victoria returned to New York and the two went their 
separate ways. 

Early in 1875 young Tucker, now an enthusiastic anarchist, was 
back in Boston and eager to broadcast his beliefs to his fellow 
Americans. While in Paris he had continued his reading of Prou- 
dhon's writings. In his view Proudhon's mutualism complemented 
Warren's individualism, and these two doctrines became the twin 
pillars of his belief in equal liberty. For more than a year he assisted 
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Ezra Heywood in editing The Word , a progressive periodical. He 
also translated Proudhon's What Is Property? and managed to pub- 
lish the book with his own meager funds. All this time he planned 
to edit a journal of his own. In May 1877 he issued the first number 
of The Radical Review, a quarterly aiming to serve, according to 
the Prospectus, as an “ adequate literary vehicle for the carriage and 
diffusion of the most radical thought of our time." This standard he 
maintained in the four issues that he published. Among the con- 
tributors were leading contemporary libertarians, men such as Ly- 
sander Spooner and Stephen Pearl Andrews, whose essays on literary, 
religious, and economic topics were the product of solid effort. 
Tucker's own contribution was his translation of Proudhon's System 
of Economic Contradictions. 

His own money having run out and being unable to obtain more 
from his parents for radical ventures, Tucker went to work for the 
Boston Daily Globe. For eleven years he was a regular and highly 
regarded member of the editorial staff, although he refused to write 
on any topic that might compromise his anarchistic principles. Dur- 
ing this stormy and prejudiced era he became the acknowledged 
leader of the individualist anarchists, so that the mutual respect 
that existed between Tucker and his employers reflects favorably 
on his ability and their liberalism. 

As soon as he had established himself at the Globe and had ac- 
cumulated a little money, Tucker began to plan for the publication 
of a periodical that would become an effective organ of anarchist 
opinion. In August 1881 the first issue of Liberty appeared. The 
title and masthead of this weekly were made up of Proudhon's chal- 
lenging assertion: “Liberty not the daughter but the mother of 
order." The top of the first column was headed by the following 
lines from John Hay: 

For always in thine eyes, O Liberty! 

Shines that high light whereby the world is saved; 

And though thou slay us, we will trust in thee. 

[196] 



BENJAMIN R. TUCKER 


Tucker's own pungent paragraphs, under the title of “ On Picket 
Duty/' extended across the first page. These comments, as well as 
his longer editorials and polemical articles, usually dealt with current 
events or with ideas and problems that seemed to him to need 
theoretical discussion. The remainder of its eight large pages were 
devoted to contributed essays on a variety of topics, letters from 
correspondents and replies by the editors, excerpts or complete 
pieces from other publications, and occasional book reviews. As the 
magazine became better known it received voluntary contributions 
from men of international reputation. 

The salutatory announcement in the first number ended with the 
following declaration: “ Monopoly and privilege must be destroyed, 
opportunity afforded, and competition encouraged. This is Liberty s 
work, and * Down with Authority ' her war-cry/' These principles 
Tucker expounded with regularity and with forthright earnestness 
throughout the long life of the periodical. The polemics that he 
carried on with all coiners became one of its exciting features. He 
had no patience with lukewarm partisans, and gave no quarter to 
sophists and hypocrites. His usual procedure was to print the com- 
munication or article of his adversary and then hack it to shreds. 
His logic was incisive and devastating, and his style was often caus- 
tic and invariably clear and concise. George Bernard Shaw in The 
Impossibilities of Anarchism had to admit that “ an examination 
of any number of this Journal will show that as a candid, clear- 
headed and courageous demonstration of Individualist Anarchism 
by purely intellectual methods, Mr. Tucker may safely be accepted 
as one of the most capable spokesmen of his party/' Voltairine de 
Cleyre, who differed with Tucker in principle, praised him for 
“ sending his fine hard shafts among foes and friends with icy im- 
partiality, hitting swift and cutting keen, and ever ready to nail a 
traitor/' Other eminent libertarians the world over were attracted 
to Liberty , and in time it exerted an influence for beyond its circu- 
lation, which never exceeded six hundred subscribers. As Eunice M. 
Schuster wrote in her objective study, Native American Anarchism: 
“ Benjamin Tucker won the attention and sympathetic interest of 
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the American people more than any other anarchist in the United 
States.” 

Although Tucker had valuable and devoted editorial assistance 
most of the time, Liberty was as much his personal publication as 
the Liberator was Garrison's, and he brought it out as regularly and 
as frequently as he was able. When he lacked the means or went 
abroad or was too preoccupied with his other publishing ventures, 
the magazine was temporarily suspended. Upon his removal to New 
York in 1892 to work for Engineering Magazine , the office of Lib- 
erty was transferred as a matter of course. Two years later he 
adopted what he termed the “ ragged-edge ” style of typography on 
the ground that no justification of lines made possible better spac- 
ing between letters and was cheaper than orthodox alignment. In 
1906, owing to difficulties with the postmaster but primarily as a 
consequence of his enlarged publishing plans, he began to issue 
Liberty bimonthly and changed its format to a small pamphlet. 
Fiction and poetry, some of it by writers of international eminence 
and all of it libertarian in emphasis, occupied a good many of its 
64 pages. T he periodical came to an abrupt end early in 1908 
when a disastrous fire destroyed its office and stockroom and has- 
tened Tuckers decision to make his home in France. The publica- 
tion of Liberty from abroad remained a vain hope. 

A pacifist and intellectual, Tucker believed in the efficacy of the 
written word. While making Liberty the hub of his activity, he was 
ever busy planning and publishing books and pamphlets to further 
the cause of individual liberty. Since most of this literature was of 
European origin, he went to great trouble to familiarize himself 
with the writings of prominent radicals and journeyed several times 
to the Continent to make advantageous arrangements with authors 
and publishers. The job of translating the works he decided to 
issue often became an additional responsibility, and his numerous 
adaptations from the French were highly praised. Thus, in addition 
to the two books of Proudhon already mentioned, he translated and 
published Felix Pyat’s The Rag Picker of Paris , Claude Tellier’s My 
Uncle Benjamin , Zola's Money and Modem Marriage , Octave Mir- 
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beau's A Chambermaid's Diary and Alexandre Arsine's The Thirty- 
Six Trades of the State. He also translated and published French 
versions of Bakunin's God and the State , Chernishevsky's What's 
to be Done? and Tolstoy's Kreutzer Sonata. In addition he issued 
many books and pamphlets by American and English libertarians, 
such as Stephen Pearl Andrews's The Science of Society , William B. 
Greene's Mutual Banking , Lysander Spooner's Free Political Insti- 
tutions , Shaw's The Quintessence of Ibsenism and The Sanity of 
Art y and Oscar Wilde’s The Ballad of Reading Gaol. One of his last 
ventures was to bring out an English translation of Paul Eltzbacher's 
Anarchism. All these volumes were priced to fit the purse of the 
literate worker; and since financial loss was practically inevitable in 
each case, the size of the editions depended upon Tucker's means. 

Tucker managed this publication program with a minimum of 
money. His own earnings were never large, and his parents disap- 
proved of his anarchistic views and refused to finance any of his 
projects; after his father's death his mother occasionally paid the 
expenses of a trip to Europe but continued — with one exception — 
to disassociate herself from his radical activities. Nor were monetary 
contributions from friends and sympathizers either frequent or con- 
siderable; only around 1900 did Henry Bool give him substantial 
assistance. As a consequence he had to do most of the editing and 
sometimes even the typesetting after a full day's work at his regular 
employment. When his savings were spent and his credit was re- 
fused, he had to wait until he could accumulate money or obtain 
it from friends. The result was that a number of his projects were 
either abortive or shortlived. For a number of years he planned to 
edit a periodical which would make available in English the best 
of European writings. When in 1889 he did succeed in launching 
The Transatlantic , a first-rate literary monthly, he could not keep 
it going for more than a year. Shortly thereafter he began to issue 
Five Stories a Week , but this magazine had an even briefer exist- 
ence. Undismayed by this lack of popular response, he continued 
with individual book projects until, with the help of a few devoted 
sympathizers, he succeeded early in 1900 in organizing The Tucker 
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Publishing Company, which was to issue pamphlets weekly and 
books at frequent intervals. Nine months later, however, the com- 
pany was liquidated at a small fraction of its original capital. More 
than a year elapsed before Tucker had money enough to resume the 
publication of Liberty. 

The settlement of his mother's estate provided him with a sum of 
money large enough to give him relative independence. After in- 
vesting the larger part in annuity shares, he put aside about ten 
thousand dollars for his publication projects. Now he was able to 
develop a plan that had long been maturing in his mind: a non- 
profit mail-order bookshop containing “ the most complete line of 
advanced literature, in the principal languages, to be found any- 
where in the world " For this purpose he made an extended trip to 
Europe in order to make the necessary arrangements with friendly 
publishers. On his return he opened the Unique Book Shop. An in- 
clusive descriptive catalogue of books in English was soon made 
available, and annotated lists of foreign-language publications were 
in preparation. For the first time in his long and laborious career 
Tucker felt himself on solid footing. 

In January 1908 occurred the fire which destroyed practically his 
entire stock. Since he had — his place of business being in a fire- 
proof building — 44 deliberately refused to insure, because of the 
absurdly high rates now prevailing (the rate for the stock in my 
book shop exceeds four per cent a year), the loss was total, amount- 
ing to at least ten thousand dollars/' A few friends tried to collect 
money to set him up in business again, but the financial depression 
of that year made contributions few and inadequate. Tucker had 
by then made up his mind. As soon as their child was bom he and 
his young companion, Pearl Johnson, with whom he had recently 
set up a manage, would settle in France, where he had long wished 
to live and where his annuity would give him twice as much as in 
New York. 44 It is my intention," he wrote in the last issue of 
Liberty , 44 to close up my business next summer, and, before Janu- 
ary 1, 1909, go to Europe, there to publish Liberty (still mainly for 
America, of course) and such books and pamphlets as my remain- 
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ing means enable me to print. In Europe the cost of living and of 
publishing is hardly more than half as much as here/' 

Benjamin R. Tucker was the advocate rather than the innovator. 
He arrived at his anarchistic beliefs not, like Josiah Warren, 
through a pioneering effort of the imagination but through a study 
of those advanced doctrines which appealed most to his lofty ideal- 
ism. When the aged Warren befriended him and taught him his 
principles of 44 the sovereignty of the individual " and “ cost the 
limit of price/' the eighteen-year-old youth became his ardent dis- 
ciple. Two years later, while in France, he reread Proudhon and 
compounded the principle of mutualism with his other economic 
beliefs. Finally, in full maturity, his moral views were sharply modi- 
fied by Max Stirner's The Ego and His Own , which he published 
in this country and which in the first flush of his enthusiasm he 
regarded as “ the greatest work of political philosophy and ethics 
ever written/’ 

He was convinced that individualist anarchism was inherent in 
the political thinking of the Founding Fathers. They believed that 
that government was best which governed least; he followed Tho- 
reau in the logical preference for a government which did not govern 
at all. 44 The anarchists/' he asserted, 44 are simply unterrified Jeffer- 
sonian Democrats." Hating the very thought of compulsion, he 
defined anarchism as 44 the belief in the greatest amount of liberty 
compatible with equality of liberty." Such propitious anarchy, he 
pointed out, already prevailed in the arts, in religion, and in social 
intercourse; why then should it not function in other spheres of 
human activity? 

To Tucker individual liberty, with its nineteenth-century empha- 
sis on economic laissez-faire and personal self-reliance, was 44 both 
the end and means " of human happiness. So certain was he of the 
evil effects of force and of the efficacy of liberty as 44 a sure cure for 
all vices," that he readily argued for 44 the right of the drunkard, the 
gambler, the rake, and the harlot to live their lives until they shall 
freely abandon them." Whatever seemed to him inimical to equal 
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liberty for all, he fought unfalteringly. Since the state was the most 
formidable practitioner of aggression and constraint, he advocated 
its ultimate abolition. Individualist anarchism, he emphasized in 
italics, is 44 the doctrine that all the affairs of men should be man- 
aged by individuals or voluntary associations , and that the State 
should be abolished” 

He argued eloquently that human beings are capable of living to- 
gether amicably and advantageously and that they have no need 
whatsoever to subject themselves to the rule of an aggressive gov- 
ernment. In answer to those who regarded the state as synonymous 
with society and feared that the dissolution of the one would de- 
stroy the other, he explained: 

Society is a concrete organism. . . . Its life is inseparable from the lives 
of individuals ... it is impossible to destroy one without the other. 
But though society cannot be destroyed, it can be greatly hampered and 
impeded in its operations, much to the disadvantage of the individuals 
composing it, and it meets its chief impediment in the State. 

Once this obstacle was removed, society would enjoy a rich efflo- 
rescence. 

The problem of how to maintain equal liberty for all without re- 
sorting to force proved a stumbling block to all individualist anar- 
chists. Although Tucker, following Stirner, rejected the idea of 
moral obligation or the existence of inherent rights and duties, he 
did acknowledge the duty of society to restrain and punish the in- 
vasive individual. 44 Anarchism/' he stated , 44 does not recognize the 
principle of human rights, but it recognizes human equality as a 
necessity of stable society." The protection which will assure this 
equality was 44 a thing to be secured, so long as it is necessary, by 
voluntary association and co-operation for self-defence, or as a com- 
modity to be purchased, like any other commodity, of those who 
offer the best article at the lowest price." This voluntary association 
“ will restrain invaders by any means which may prove necessary." 
Although such restraint entailed the force of police power, Tucker 
insisted that it did not violate the principle of anarchism since it 
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was exercised to protect peaceful and noninvasive individuals. He 
also asserted that in a free society crime and perverseness would be 
reduced to a minimum and that voluntary juries would deal with 
the few aggressors. He overlooked the fact that the mere employ- 
ment of restraint and punishment, involving a form of police power, 
must in actual practice entail the use of organized force and thus 
become the negation of anarchism. 

In the stateless society all association was to be absolutely volun- 
tary. An individual was free to do as he pleased, providing he did 
not invade the liberties of others. If he preferred to evade the com- 
munal tasks on which the life and safety of the group depended y 
nobody would compel him to do his share. For the individualist 
anarchist, being opposed to compulsion as such, regarded the deci- 
sion of the majority as repugnant as the commands of the state 
itself. “ Rule is evil,” Tucker explained, “ and it is none the better 
for being majority rule/' Acting on this premise, he refused to vote 
and never entered a polling booth. His extravagant criticism of this 
basic democratic right suggests more the Nazi Ja elections than our 
own exercise of suffrage: “ What is the ballot? It is neither more 
nor less than a paper representative of the bayonet, the billy, and 
the bullet. It is a labor-saving device for ascertaining on which side 
force lies and bowing to the inevitable. The voice of the majority 
saves bloodshed, but it is no less the arbitrament of force than is 
the decree of the most absolute of despots backed by the most 
powerful of armies/ 7 

Since religion presupposes man's submission to the will of a 
Supreme Being, the anarchists would have nothing to do with it. 
They professed atheism and scorned the rites and precepts of 
churches. Their rejection of the bonds of marriage and the curbs 
on divorce was an obvious corollary. To the anarchists, Tucker 
wrote, “ legal marriage and legal divorce are equal absurdities. They 
look forward to a time when every individual, whether man or 
woman, shall be self-supporting, and when each shall have an inde- 
pendent home of his or her own, whether it be a separate house, or 
rooms in a house with others; when the love relations between 
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these independent individuals shall be as varied as are individual 
inclinations and attractions; and when the children bom of these 
relations shall belong exclusively to the mothers until old enough 
to belong to themselves/' This sexual freedom among anarchists, 
made notorious by their detractors, did not actually result in any 
flagrant profligacy. Many of them lived with their companions and 
children on the same monogamous level as the most devoted of 
legally married couples. Tucker himself loved his companion, Pearl 
Johnson, and lived with her and their daughter till the day of his 
death. 

Tucker was fully aware of the fundamental position of econom- 
ics in modern society. Even as other reformers of his day he was 
strongly affected by the spread of urban slums and the existence of 
mass poverty in a land of abundance. Much as he sympathized 
with the aims of social reform, however, he rejected all those pro- 
posals which implied governmental interference or the socialization 
of the means of production and distribution. He was of the opinion 
that socialism would merely replace a laissez-faire capitalism with 
a large-scale bureaucracy which might prove even more burdensome 
to the great majority of the people. As an anarchist he maintained 
that even the best of economic systems would become oppressive 
and obnoxious if it involved the arbitrary distribution of goods ac- 
cording to statute law. He demanded liberty above all, including 
the liberty for man to control what he produced, as 44 the surest 
guarantee of prosperity/' The policy of complete noninterference 
— enabling everyone to mind his own business exclusively — would 
permit wealth to “ distribute itself in a free market in accordance 
with the natural operation of economic law." Such truly free com- 
petition, he maintained, would enhance the welfare of society with- 
out curbing the initiative of the ambitious and the capable. 

As an advocate of free competition Tucker condemned all 
forms of monopoly. He called the monopolists 44 a brotherhood of 
thieves " and ascribed all economic ills to their state-sanctioned 
practices. All our millionaires, he insisted, owed their wealth to 
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plunder and ruthlest exploitation. “ The State is the servant of the 
robbers, and it exists chiefly to prevent the expropriation of the 
robbers and the restoration of a fair and free field for legitimate 
competition and wholesome, effective voluntary co-operation ” To 
solve the economic problems which have long plagued civilized 
society, he advocated the abolition of the state and with it the four 
major types of monopoly — those of land, money and banking, 
trade, and patents and copyright. 

Tucker urged the “ abolition of landlordism and the annihilation 
of rent,” and proposed the occupancy-and-usc formula as the only 
valid title to land. Such observance would free millions of unused 
tillable acres and unoccupied valuable city parcels. The needy 
farmers would then take possession of as much land as they could 
cultivate and the poor city workers would obtain their dwellings for 
a fraction of the current rent. Yet he insisted that no forcible meas- 
ures must be taken against the large landlords. He fought Henry 
George’s Single Tax plan because it entailed arbitrary and compul- 
sory state regulation. He likewise opposed the nationalization of 
rent on the ground that it “ logically involves the most complete 
State Socialism and minute regulation of the individual.” His solu- 
tion was education: if most of the people were taught to accept 
the validity of the occupancy-and-use principle, the rich laggards 
would in time see the wisdom of giving up the land which they 
themselves were not using. He argued that since land reform would 
occur not in isolation but as part of a general social revolution, the 
landlords would not prove so obdurate as they now seemed. 

The most radical change proposed by individualist anarchists 
concerned money and banking. Assuming that the monopoly of 
money was responsible for most of the economic inequities within 
our society, they urged the complete liberalization of all monetary 
functions. Tucker condemned the high interest rates which the 
government permitted. “ The usurer is Somebody, and the State is 
his protector. Usury is the serpent gnawing at labor's yitals, and 
only liberty can detach and kill it. Give laborers their liberty, and 
they will keep their wealth. As for the Somebody, he, stripped of 
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his power to steal, must either join their ranks or starve.” In his 
enthusiasm he asserted that free money was “ the first step to An- 
archy.” He argued for “ the utter absence of restriction upon the 
issue of all money not fraudulent.” Thus anyone in need of money 
would have the right to issue it — the paper bills with his signature 
having the value of promissory notes and their acceptance depend- 
ing upon the assets and standing of the issuer. Once this practice 
became general, lending and borrowing, and consequently interest, 
would virtually disappear. “ If the holders of all kinds of property,” 
Tucker elucidated, “ were equally privileged to issue money, not 
as a legal tender, but acceptance only on its merits, competition 
would reduce the rate of discount, and therefore of interest on 
capital, to the mere cost of banking.” This practice would break 
up the present monopoly of money, enable every man to be his own 
banker and enjoy the full product of his labor, and abolish poverty 
along with conspicuous wealth. 

In the field of business Tucker followed Proudhon in asserting 
that without the co-operation of the state it would be impossible 
to amass great fortunes and establish monopolies. He made clear, 
however, that in a free society private property was legitimate and 
everyone had the right to own what he could gain by his own enter- 
prise and efficiency. This antagonism to monopoly made him an 
outstanding exponent of free trade and free competition. Anar- 
chists, he stated, believed in 44 competition everywhere and always.” 
Joseph A. Labadie, writing in Liberty in 1897, a g ree d with the edi- 
tor on the advantages of laissez-faire economics: “ Personal respon- 
sibility and private enterprise in business and industry produce the 
best results. . . . There is no doubt at all in my mind that liberty 
has a good effect in economics. Free competition is the soul of 
progress.” Tucker, in a speech on trusts made two years later, ob- 
served that he had no objection to large corporations as such, but 
only to their throttling of competition. Free competition, he argued, 
would ensure the well-being of all men. “ When interest, rent, and 
profit disappear under the influence of free money, free land, and 
free trade, it will make no difference whether men work for them- 
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selves, or are employed, or employ others. In any case they can get 
nothing but that wage for their labor which free competition deter- 
mines.” 

His opposition to patent and copyright laws was based on his 
desire to see the principle of liberty prevail in every field of human 
endeavor. He had no objection to a fair compensation to the in- 
ventor of a useful device or to the author of a book, but he saw no 
reason why the public should be penalized to the extent permitted 
by the established laws. Particularly he protested against those 
corporations that enriched themselves by exploiting cheaply 
bought patents. 

It was axiomatic that Tucker disapproved of government owner- 
ship. He regarded state control as the most complete and therefore 
the most obnoxious form of monopoly. “ The government,” he 
claimed, “ is a tyrant living by theft, and therefore has no business 
to engage in any business.” He believed, moreover, that the bureau- 
crat was usually less able than the private entrepreneur and too 
irresponsible to be trusted. Again and again he condemned the in- 
efficiencies of the post office and praised the presumably superior 
service of the competing express companies. “ The government has 
none of the characteristics of a successful business man, being 
wasteful, careless, clumsy, and short-sighted in the extreme.” As a 
consequence he strongly opposed the agitation of the Populists for 
state-owned granaries and of the urban liberals for the government 
ownership of the essential public utilities. 

Tucker's economic views were not presented systematically or at 
length. His only published volume, Instead of a Book , By a Man 
Too Busy to Write One , issued at the request of his admirers and 
only after they had sent him advanced orders for six hundred copies, 
was merely a compilation of material from Liberty. As a consequence 
he has said little or nothing on aspects of our economy which are 
important for a fuller understanding of life under individualist 
anarchism. In fairness it should be said that he was not interested 
in blueprints for the future society, and that all his social views con- 
verged in a worship of pure liberty. He had a right to his utopian 
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vision, of course, and to criticise it would be a thankless task. One 
can perhaps do no better than to quote the following summary of 
his economic credo: 

Liberty will abolish interest; it will abolish profit; it will abolish mo- 
nopolistic rent; it will abolish taxation; it will abolish the exploitation 
of labor; it will abolish all means whereby any labor can be deprived of 
any of his product; but it will not abolish the limited inequality between 
one laborer's product and another's. . . . Liberty will ultimately make 
all men rich; it will not make all men equally rich. 

Tucker disapproved of communism even when it was to be prac- 
tised within the stateless society. In his numerous polemics with 
anarchists who advocated communistic living he maintained that 
while voluntary organization for specific tasks was desirable and 
even advantageous, the socialized community could not but deprive 
its individual members of certain precious liberties. Why subject 
oneself to the restraints of socialized duties and obligations, when 
one could live in peace and plenty without such limitations? One 
needed only to learn to abide by the motto: Live and let live. 

Of Quaker background and inclination, he was a thorough paci- 
fist and deprecated violence in any form, except in self-defense. He 
insisted that nothing good or lasting was ever accomplished by 
force, and that violence only tended to multiply itself. Much as he 
desired the abolition of the state, he refused to achieve it by means 
of terror. He believed that it was neither possible nor desirable to 
dissolve the state before the people had learned to live freely and 
fruitfully without it. The premature and violent overthrow of gov- 
ernment would only retard the advent of anarchism. “ If govern- 
ment should be abruptly and entirely abolished tomorrow, there 
would probably ensue a series of physical conflicts about land and 
many other things, ending in reaction and a revival of the old 
tyranny/' He therefore preached widespread education and ulti- 
mately a passive resistance that was to take such forms as the refusal 
to pay taxes, the evasion of jury duty and military service, and the 
nonobservance of other types of compulsion. Consequently, when 
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John Most came to this country to further the “ propaganda of the 
deed " as a means of achieving anarchism, Tucker criticised him 
on the ground that the end never justified immoral means. For 
many years these two leaders of rival factions carried on a conten- 
tious polemic in their respective periodicals. 

Yet Tucker's political philosophy never affected his prompti- 
tude in attacking injustice. Whether it was a Massachusetts law 
against syphilitic prisoners, or the protective arrest of known pick- 
pockets in New York just prior to Grant's funeral services, or the 
ill-treatment of individuals who refused to conform to the mores of 
the majority — he was ever the alert crusader bent on combating 
organized force and defending the rights of the minority. 

A striking instance of his love of justice was his stand during the 
Haymarket hysteria in 1886. Much as he disapproved of terroristic 
doctrines, he was convinced that the defendants were innocent of 
the charges against them and that they were being tried not for 
what they had done but for what they believed. He therefore con- 
demned their conviction in forceful editorials. When the Illinois 
supreme court upheld the action of the trial judge, he wrote: “ The 
judges say that Spies and his comrades must hang, though they 
cannot prove them guilty of murder. It is for the people now to 
say that the judges must go, there being no doubt as to their guilt." 
When Henry George, at that time an influential liberal, refused to 
join the distinguished defenders of the condemned men and readily 
accepted the verdict of the higher court, Tucker attacked him as a 
traitor; for “ to him perhaps more than to any other single person 
did lovers of liberty and friends of labor confidently look for willing 
and effective aid and leadership through and out of a crisis pregnant 
with results beyond all human vision." Nor did Liberty cease to 
decry the crime committed against the victims until Governor 
Altgeld had courageously done his best to make amends. 

When several years later Alexander Berkman, a young Russian 
anarchist, shot and wounded Henry Clay Frick to avenge the 
workers who had lost their lives in the bloody Homestead strike, 
Tucker refused to join the defense of the imprisoned anarchist. As 
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an opponent of violence he could not condone murder as a means 
of propaganda. “ The hope of humanity/' he wrote, “ lies in the 
avoidance of that revolution by force which the Berkmans are try- 
ing to precipitate. No pity for Frick, no praise for Berkman — such 
is the attitude of Liberty in the present crisis." Some time later he 
was urged by friends of Berkman to use his influence in an effort 
to obtain a pardon for the prisoner. 'Fucker told them that he would 
do so only if Berkman would agree to abstain from acts of terrorism 
in the future; since these friends could not expect the prisoner thus 
to bind himself, Tucker declined to proceed further. 

Long before the fateful fire in 1908 which precipitated his deci- 
sion to settle in France, Tucker had come to see that the tide of 
affairs was running counter to his philosophy of liberty. With the 
passing of the years he could not avoid the realization that his 
dream of anarchism had lost its appeal to those engaged in the 
struggle against a powerful capitalism. Never popular within labor 
circles, after 1900 individualist anarchism began to dwindle rapidly. 
Some of its adherents joined the more aggressive faction led by 
Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman; many others favored the 
rising socialist movement as the only effective weapon against bil- 
lion-dollar corporations. All this depressed Tucker, and he began to 
think of withdrawing from the social conflict. The burning of his 
bookstore hastened his decision. 

On leaving the United States at the end of 1908 Tucker had no 
idea that he was never again to see his native land. Since his modest 
income made traveling a luxury, he planned first to take root in his 
new home and accumulate a cash reserve before taking the costly 
trip. By the time he found it feasible to visit America, the outbreak 
of war in 1914 made the voyage practically impossible. He did go 
to England with his family and remained there until France be- 
came safe enough for their return. 

While in England, Tucker disappointed a number of his fol- 
lowers by supporting the war against Germany. These men and 
women, far from the scene of battle, perceived the struggle as a 
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battle for markets between rival imperialisms, and refused to take 
sides. Not so Tucker, who deeply appreciated the French way of 
life and hated Prussian arrogance and brutality. As far as he was 
concerned, the German armies had to be driven back or civilization 
would collapse. In a letter to Joseph Labadie dated December 23, 
1914, he explained his stand: 

I favor the Allies because I pity the Belgian people, because I admire 
the British influences that make for liberty, because I feel some (though 
I regret to say a declining) concern for the future of the American 
people, because I have a considerable sympathy for the people of Rus- 
sia, and because I hate and fear the German people as a nation of domi- 
neering brutes bent on turning the whole world into a police-ridden 
paradise on the Prussian pattern. I have numerous other reasons for 
favoring the Allies, but the above is the main reason and a sufficient one. 

Shortly after the United States entered the war in 1917, Tucker 
learned of the mistreatment of conscientious objectors. True to his 
libertarian beliefs, he wrote a long letter to The Masses , the leading 
radical magazine, protesting against this brutality on the part of 
the government and pointing out why he, a pacifist, felt impelled 
to support the cause of the Allies. Max Eastman, the editor, pub- 
lished the protest but omitted the remainder, thus making it appear 
that Tucker was as much against the war as were the editors of The 
Masses . To rectify this false impression Tucker wrote to a number 
of his friends to explain the incident. The uncommon prescience 
of the man, not to mention his persuasive logic and good sense, 
may be noted in the following extract from one of these letters: 

Germany's onslaught on civilization in August, 1914, confronted all 
liberty lovers with a horrible alternative: cither to offer no resistance, 
and thereby suffer, at Germany's hand, a well-nigh total and probably 
permanent annihilation of our liberties, or to resist, and, to make the re- 
sistance effective, suffer, at our own hands, a partial and possibly only 
temporary annihilation (or suspension). of those liberties. I take it that 
any earnest man who could hesitate in his choice must be blinded or 
dazzled by idealism, as to be incapable of interpreting the ‘march of 
events with even the smallest degree of realism. For me, at any rate, 
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there was but one road, and I took it promptly. From the start I have 
favored war to the limit — war till Germany (rulers and people alike) 
shall be so whipped and stripped that never more shall she have the will 
or the power to renew aggression. In choosing this course I deliberately 
accept, though with soreness of heart, the evils involved in it, to none of 
which I am more blind than Max Eastman himself or any other paci- 
fist. Among those evils I accept conscription, though conscription, which 
must commend itself to every believer in the State equally with taxation 
so far as principle is concerned, is entirely counter to my political phi- 
losophy. I accept also the incidental evil of having to cooperate for a 
limited time with a considerable number of brutes. But I reserve the 
right to square accounts with brutality after the liquidation of l’union 
saerte. 

Always an omnivorous reader of newspapers, he spent his declin- 
ing years perusing the important journals of many lands and clip- 
ping the items which interested him. His plans to resume the 
publication of Liberty , to bring out various books, and to write 
about his philosophy of life were deferred from day to day by a 
lassitude which the years aggravated. After going through the vari- 
ous papers he had neither time nor energy for anything else. Al- 
though he lived for twenty years after the Peace of Versailles and 
witnessed the rise of a fascism far worse than the Prussianism which 
he had condemned so vehemently, he lacked the drive to throw off 
his strange lethargy. The newspapers alone interested him, and 
before his death in 1939 he had collected enough clippings to fill 
twenty-odd volumes. These news items, dealing with a variety of 
topics of social interest, properly arranged and indexed, are now 
awaiting the hospitality of a library. 

A deep pessimism possessed him during his old age. He felt him- 
self in the grip of irresistible forces: a dominant monopolistic capi- 
talism, a madly aggressive nationalism, and a worldwide social 
conflict were brutally stifling the enfeebled cries of individual 
liberty. Twentieth-century authoritarianism was riding roughshod 
over the ideals of human freedom cherished by the previous cen- 
tury, and the first victim was anarchism. Benjamin R. Tucker, 
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unable to quicken his Wan ideal and unwilling to nurse a delusion, 
was reduced during his final years to become an onlooker rather 
than a participant: to cut topical clippings and dream of the distant 
day when mankind will at last bask in the bright and enduring 
glories of a free society. 



EMMA GOLDMAN 

ANARCHIST REBEL 


T he hanging of several anarchists in 1887 as a consequence 
of the Haymarket bombing in Chicago caused many Ameri- 
cans to sympathize with the gibbeted radicals. Youths 
swathed in bright idealism, men and women rooted in cqualitarian 
democracy, workers trusting in the rectitude of their government — 
all doubted the guilt of the condemned prisoners and were deeply 
perturbed by the egregious miscarriage of justice. Many of them for 
the first time became aware of the state’s ruthless arrogation of 
power, and scores upon scores remained to the end of their lives 
inimical to government and apprehensive of all forms of authority. 

Emma Goldman was one of these converts. Resentment against 
the restraints of authority was no new experience for this spirited 
girl. As far back as she could remember she had hated and feared 
her father, a quick-tempered and deeply harassed Orthodox Jew 
who had vented his emotional and financial vexations on his recal- 
citrant daughter. Unable to get from him the love and praise she 
craved, she had refused to submit to his strict discipline and had 
preferred beatings to blind obedience. Consequently she grew up 
in an atmosphere of repression and acrimony. “ Since my earliest 
recollection,” she wrote, " home had been stifling, my father’s 
presence terrifying. My mother, while less violent with her children, 
never showed much warmth.” 

At the age of thirteen she began to work in a factory in St. Peters- 
burg, and her life became doubly oppressive. She soon learned of 
the revolutionary movement and sympathized with its agitation 
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against Czarist autocAcy. To escape from the tyranny of her 
father, the irksomeness of the shop, and the repressive measures of 
the government, she fought with all her stubborn strength for the 
opportunity to accompany her beloved sister Helene to the United 
States. Early in 1886 the two girls arrived in Rochester to live with 
their married sister, who had preceded them to this country. 

Like other penniless immigrants, the seventeen-year-old Emma 
had no alternative but to follow the common groove to the sweat- 
shop. Paid a weekly wage of two dollars and a half for sixty-three 
hours of work, she naturally resented the social system which permit- 
ted such exploitation. Together with other immigrants she had 
dreamed of the United States as a haven of liberty and equality. 
Instead she found it the home of crass materialism and cruel dis- 
parity. This disillusionment was deepened by the hysterical ac- 
counts of the trial in Chicago. She was quick to conclude that the 
accused anarchists were innocent of the charge against them; and 
the vilification not only of the prisoners but of all radicals merely 
hardened her hatred against the enemies of the working poor. 

It was easy enough for her to believe John Most's claim in Die 
Freiheit (which chance had brought her way) that Parsons, Spies, 
and the other defendants were to be hanged for nothing more than 
their advocacy of anarchism. What this doctrine was she did not 
quite know, but she assumed it must have merit since it favored 
poor workers like herself. When the jury foftnd the men guilty, she 
could not accept the reality of the dread verdict. Her thoughts 
clung to the condemned anarchists as if they were her brothers. 
In her passionate yearning to do something in their behalf she 
attended meetings of protest and read everything she could find on 
the case; and she sympathetically experienced the torment of a 
prisoner awaiting execution. In her autobiography, Living My Life, 
she wrote that on the day of the hangings “ I was in a stupor; a feel- 
ing of numbness came over me, something too horrible even for 
tears." The very next day, however, she became imbued with a 
surging determination to dedicate herself to the cause of* the mar- 
tyred men, to devote her life to the ideals for which they had died. 
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In the meantime, discouraged and lonely, she had welcomed a 
fellow worker's show of affection. She felt no love for him and, as a 
result of an attempted rape at the age of fifteen, she still experi- 
enced a “ violent repulsion ” in the presence of men, but she had 
not the strength to refuse his urgent proposal of marriage. She soon 
learned to her dismay that her husband was impotent and not at 
all as congenial as she had thought. However, the very suggestion 
of a separation enraged her father, who had recently come to Roch- 
ester. After months of aggravation she did go through the then rare 
and reprehensible rite of Orthodox divorce, but she had to leave 
town to avoid social ostracism. When she returned some months 
later, her former husband again pursued her, and his threat of 
suicide frightened her into remarrying him, 

Emma now felt herself thwarted and trapped. Twenty years old 
and yearning to make life meaningful, she chafed at the very 
thought of her drab and dreary existence. Her anxiety to elude her 
fathers abuse, to free herself from a loveless marriage, to escape 
the dullness of her oppressive environment, only intensified her 
longing for freedom and affection. Consequently she began to nur- 
ture her dream of dedicating herself to the ideal championed by 
the Chicago martyrs. One day in August 1889 she broke relations 
with her husband and parents and left for New York with money 
supplied by her ever-devoted sister Helene. 

In the metropolis Emma felt herself gloriously free. For the first 
time in her life she was completely independent. On the teeming 
East Side a new and wonderful world emerged before her, and she 
embraced it with passionate abandon. Alexander Berkman, a deter- 
mined doctrinaire at eighteen, made her acquaintance the day she 
arrived and the pair at once established an intimate comradeship 
which endured through many vicissitudes to the day of his death. 
John Most, the impetuous anarchist leader, became her lover as 
well as her mentor and opened new and fascinating vistas of the 
mind. “ Most became my idol,” she wrote. “ I adored him.” Under 
his tutelage she read seminal books and learned about significant 
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men and ideas. Anarchism assumed definite meaning; the struggle 
by the many in want against the few in power, then so pathetically 
feeble, became to her a war unto death; the goal of social freedom 
appeared tangible and alluringly near. For months her voracious 
hunger for knowledge seemed insatiable, her capacity for emotion 
inexhaustible. This tremendous release of energy was in truth the 
expression of long-pent-up zeal. She threw herself into the radical 
movement of the East Side with the enthusiasm of an inspired 
visionary. 

Her first years in New York were a period of preparation. Along 
with her work in sweatshops, which she had to do to earn her living, 
she found time to familiarize herself with the latest libertarian lit- 
erature and to spend hours on end in intellectual discussion. Nor 
was she able to remain a passive onlooker even during her early 
apprenticeship. With John Most's helpful guidance she went on 
her first “ tour of agitation ” only a few months after reaching New 
York. She addressed several meetings in as many cities on the eight- 
hour day, then a timely topic, and discovered that she was able to 
hold the attention of an audience and to think quickly while facing 
its inimical questioning. 

That winter the newly formed Cloakmakers’ Union called its 
first general strike. Emma immediately "became absorbed in it to 
the exclusion of everything else." Her task was to persuade the 
timid girl workers to join the strike. With prodigious energy she 
exhorted them at meetings, encouraged them at dances and parties, 
and thus influenced many to partake in the common effort to im- 
prove working conditions in the sweatshops. The strike leaders were 
greatly impressed by her dynamic qualities as an organizer and 
public speaker. 

Emma's association with John Most became strained to the 
breaking point when she perceived that he esteemed her more as a 
lover than as a fellow anarchist. His arrogance irritated her and, 
much as she admired his impassioned eloquence and incisive mind, 
she could not accept the acquiescent role he had assigned her. 
When his high-handed behavior resulted in a factional split, she 
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sided with those who rejected his domination. Some time later, 
when Most derided Berkman's attempt to kill Henry C. Frick and 
disavowed the theory of “ propaganda of the deed ” of which he 
had been the chief exponent, she came to hate him. At the first op- 
portunity she lashed him with a horsewhip at a public meeting and 
denounced him as a renegade. Nor did time bring about a recon- 
ciliation. 

Emma, Alexander Berkman, and a youthful artist were living 
together in congenial intimacy. They worked at their menial tasks 
during the day and devoted their evenings to agitation. Because 
the progress of anarchism in this country was too slow for them, the 
news of increased revolutionary activity in Russia filled them with 
a romantic nostalgia for their native land. They decided to engage 
in some business until they should have saved enough money for 
the journey back. In the spring of 1892 chance brought them to 
Worcester, Massachusetts, where they were soon operating a suc- 
cessful lunchroom. 

The bloody consequences of the lockout at the Homestead plant 
of The Carnegie Steel Company inflamed the minds of these 
youthful idealists. The plan to return to Russia was abandoned 
with little regret. They agreed it was their duty to go to the aid of 
the brutally maltreated workers. Berkman insisted that their great 
moment was at hand, that they must give up the lunchroom and 
leave at once for the scene of the fighting. “ Being international- 
ists/' he argued, “ it mattered not to us where the blow was struck 
by the workers; we must be with them. We must bring them our 
great message and help them see that it was not only for the mo- 
ment that they must strike, but for all time, for a free life, for anar- 
chism. Russia had many heroic men and women, but who was there 
in America? Yes, we must go to Homestead, tonight! ” Taking with 
them the day's receipts and their personal belongings, they left 
immediately for New York. Berkman, eager to emulate the Russian 
nihilists who were then fighting hangings with assassinations, de- 
termined to make Frick, the dictatorial general manager, pay with 
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his life for the death of those who had worked for him. Unable to 
perfect a bomb, he decided to use a pistol. Emma wanted to ac- 
company him to Pittsburgh, but remained behind for the lack of 
railroad fare. A few days later the resolute youth of twenty-one 
made his way into Frick's office, discharged three bullets into his 
body, and stabbed him several times before being overpowered and 
beaten into unconsciousness. 

Prior to the attempt on his life Frick had been severely criticized 
for harsh and arbitrary treatment of his employees. His determina- 
tion to break their union and his reckless use of Pinkertons had 
antagonized even those who normally favored the open shop. Berk- 
man's attack, so alien and repugnant to our democratic mores, com- 
pletely changed the situation. Frick became the hero of the day. 
Journalists and public men vied in praise of the victim and execra- 
tion of the assailant. The fact that the latter was of Russian birth 
and an anarchist only served to strengthen his guilt. Although Frick 
recovered from his wounds with extraordinary rapidity and was 
back at his desk within a fortnight, and although the law of Penn- 
sylvania limited punishment for the crime to seven years, the de- 
fendant was tried without benefit of legal counsel and sentenced to 
twenty-two years' imprisonment. 

The ascetic youth was thoroughly dismayed by the calamitous 
turn of events. He regarded Frick as “ an enemy of the People,'* a 
cruel exploiter of labor who had to be destroyed as a concrete warn- 
ing of the oncoming revolution. He gloried in this opportunity to 
serve the American workers in the manner of the Russian nihilists. 
It pained him therefore to think that he owed his failure to kill 
Frick to the interference of the very workers for whom he was ready 
to die. The attack upon him by John Most was distressing enough, 
but the scornful repudiation by. the strikers and the coolness of 
labor everywhere cut him to the heart. Suffering the anguish of a 
living death in one of the worst prisons in the United States, he 
sought comfort in the thought that he was a revolutionist and not 
a would-be murderer. “A revolutionist," he later ekplained, 
44 would rather perish a thousand times than be guilty of what is 
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ordinarily called murder. In truth, murder and Attentat are to me 
opposite terms. To remove a tyrant is an act of liberation, the giving 
of life and opportunity to an oppressed people.” Some years after- 
wards he came to believe that even such shedding of blood 44 must 
be resorted to only as a last extremity.” It was this faith in the ideal 
for which he was prepared to die that kept him alive through four- 
teen years of physical torture and mental martyrdom. One need 
only react his Prison Memoirs of an Anarchist , a work of extraordi- 
nary acumen and power, to appreciate the high purpose that had 
motivated him and the strength of character that enabled him to 
turn his prison trials into spiritual triumphs. 

Emma, his lover and accomplice, from the very first defended 
him with passionate abandon. To her he was 44 the idealist whose 
humanity can tolerate no injustice and endure no wrong.” The 
excessive punishment dealt to him by the state struck her as bar- 
barous and cowardly. 44 The idealists and visionaries,” she asserted 
years later, 44 foolish enough to throw caution to the winds and ex- 
press their ardor and faith in some supreme deed, have advanced 
mankind and have enriched the world.” At the time, however, she 
grieved to think of her noble companion doomed to waste the best 
years of his life in execrable confinement. 

Unable to lighten his suffering, she resolved to double her effort 
towards the realization of their common ideal. A physical break- 
down, however, forced her to seek rest and medical care. Her sister 
Helene welcomed her back and helped her to regain strength. But 
the aggravation of the unemployment crisis in 1893 caused her to 
disregard the doctor's warning and to return to her post on the East 
Side. 44 Committee sessions, public meetings, collection of food- 
stuffs, supervising the feeding of the homeless and their numerous 
children, and, finally, the organization of a mass-meeting on Union 
Square entirely filled my time.” As the main speaker at this large 
gathering she excoriated the state for functioning only as the pro- 
tector of the rich and for keeping the poor starved and enslaved, 
like a giant shorn of his strength. Commenting on Cardinal Mann- 
ing's dictum that 44 necessity knows no law,” she continued: 44 They 
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will go on robbing you,*your children, and your children's children, 
unless you wake up, unless you become daring enough to demand 
your rights. Well, then, demonstrate before the palaces of the rich; 
demand work. If they do not give you work, demand bread. If they 
deny you both, take bread. It is your sacred right." For this speech 
she was arrested, charged with inciting to riot although the meet- 
ing was peaceable, and sentenced to one year in Blackwell's Island 
Penitentiary. 

She went to prison in a defiant mood. She was now the avowed 
enemy of the corrupt minions of the state and she knew they would 
stop at nothing to keep her from agitating for a better world — the 
world for which she and Berkman were then in jail. She resolved 
to fight back and fight hard. So long as breath remained in her lungs 
and strength in her body, she would deliver her message to the 
oppressed masses! No amount of torture in prison or persecution 
outside would deter her in the struggle against the state and the 
powerful rich! 

While in prison Emma learned the rudiments of nursing. She 
liked the work better than sewing, and upon her release she per- 
suaded several doctors to recommend her as a practical nurse. 
Wishing to qualify herself, she accepted the aid of devoted friends 
in order to study nursing in the Vienna Allgcmeines Krankcnhaus, 
a hospital of very high repute. While in Europe she lectured in Eng- 
land and Scotland and met the leading anarchists in London and 
on the Continent. She also made first-hand acquaintance with the 
contemporary social theater, on which she was later to lecture and 
write with penetrating insight. In the summer of 1896 she returned 
to this country, qualified as a nurse and midwife. 

Once back in New York, she immediately resumed her anarchist 
activity. Her first concern was to promote an appeal for Berkman's 
pardon, and keen was her sorrow and resentment when it was re- 
fused. More than ever eager to further their common ideal, and 
greatly moved by the sporadic attacks upon the more aggressive 
workers, she undertook her first continental lecture tour. 
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Everywhere workers were slain, everywhere the same butchery! . . . 
The masses were millions, yet how weak! To awaken them from their 
stupor, to make them conscious of their power — that is the great need! 
Soon, I told myself, I should be able to reach them throughout America. 
With a tongue of fire I would rouse them to a realization of their de- 
pendence and indignity! Glowingly I visioned my first great tour and 
the opportunities it would offer me to plead our Cause. 

Her opportunities fell far short of her expectations, but her words 
of fire ignited the hearts of many who came to scoff. 

For the next twenty years she devoted most of her time to lectur- 
ing. She spoke wherever there were comrades enough to organize 
a meeting; and in scores of cities, from Maine to Oregon, there were 
libertarians ready to suffer great inconvenience for their cause. At 
first most of her talks were given in Yiddish and German; later, as 
she attracted more Americanized audiences, she spoke mainly in 
English. Her topics ranged widely in content. She expounded the 
doctrine of anarchism whenever possible, but her lectures dealt 
mainly with current social problems and the modern European 
drama. Shortly before World War I she discussed birth control 
with a frankness that sent her to jail for a fortnight. She usually 
keyed her talks to the intelligence of her auditors, and always she 
spoke with clarity and enthusiasm. 

Throughout her years of agitation she exercised extraordinary tact 
and exceptional physical courage. No other woman in America ever 
had to suffer such persistent persecution. She was arrested innumer- 
able times, beaten more than once, refused admission to halls 
where she was to speak. Often the police dispersed her audience. 
Intimidated owners frequently refused to rent her meeting places 
or cancelled contracts at the last minute. On various occasions she 
was met at the train and compelled by sheer force to proceed to the 
next stopping place. In 1912 she and Ben Reitman, at that time her 
manager and lover, were driven from San Diego and the latter was 
tarred and tortured. 

It must be said that the lawbreakers and defilers of liberty were 
not Emma Goldman and her harassed followers but the sworn 
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guardians of the law and leading local citizens. The latter and not 
the anarchists were guilty of violating the rights of free speech and 
free assembly, of beating their victims without cause and of jailing 
them without warrant. It was after one such instance of unpro- 
voked brutality that Emma wrote: 

In no country, Russia not exempt, would the police dare to exercise 
such brutal power over the lives of men and women. In no country would 
the people stand for such beastliness and vulgarity. Nor do I know 
of any people who have so little regard for their own manhood and self- 
respect as the average American citizen, with all his boasted inde- 
pendence. 

The newspapers abetted the police in the lawless treatment of 
Emma and her fellow rebels. They sometimes perverted a grain of 
truth into columns of muck and made “ Red Emma ” a symbol 
of all that was dangerous and despicable. The rank injustice of this 
abuse caused the staid New York Sun to protest on September 30, 
1909: “ The popular belief is that she preaches bombs and murder, 
but she certainly docs nothing of the kind. Bombs are very definite 
things, and one of the peculiarities of her doctrine is its vagueness. 
The wonder is that with a doctrine so vague she managed to strike 
terror into the stout hearts of the police/' 

Nor were the police and the press the only perpetrators of this 
modern witch hunt. President Theodore Roosevelt expressed the 
attitude of many persons of privilege and respectability when he 
blustered: “ The Anarchist is the enemy of humanity, the enemy of 
all mankind, and his is the deeper degree of criminality than any 
other/' When William Buwalda, a soldier in the United States 
Army and the recipient of a medal for bravery, shook hands with 
Emma Goldman at one of her lectures in 1908, he was courtmar- 
tialed and sentenced to five years' imprisonment. It was only as a 
consequence of numerous public protests that Buwalda was par- 
doned after he had served ten months. The Red Hysteria of 1917- 
21 merely climaxed decades of ill-treatment of a militant minority 
in a nation founded on the principles of human rightsf and indi- 
vidual liberty. 
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If this ugly chapter in Tecent American history was the work of 
men of property and of public officers, there were numerous other 
Americans, less powerful but of greater probity, who cherished the 
fundamental freedoms of our Founding Fathers. These liberals 
spoke out forcefully against the violation of rights guaranteed by the 
Constitution. They gladly gave of their time and money to the de- 
fense of the harassed radicals. Because Emma Goldman suffered 
most from police brutality and because her dynamic personality 
attracted those who came in contact with her, she was befriended 
by scores of Americans in every part of the country. These Jeffer- 
sonian liberals admired her courage and sincerity and helped her 
to organize her lecture tours and to finance her propagandistic and 
literary ventures. 

Emma reached the nadir of her career during the aftermath of 
President McKinley's assassination. With the memory of Alex- 
ander Berkman’s fate still festering in her heart, she said: “ Leon 
Czolgosz and other men of his type . . . are drawn to some violent 
expression, even at the sacrifice of their own lives, because they can- 
not supinely witness the misery and suffering of their fellows." 
Even before her attitude was known, she was arrested as an accom- 
plice of Czolgosz and treated with extreme savagery before being 
released for lack of evidence. 

Even more painful to her was the obtuseness of those anarchists 
who condemned Czolgosz’s act as wanton murder. Ironically 
enough, even Berkman wrote from prison to disapprove of the 
shooting and to differentiate it from his own attack upon Frick; in 
his opinion the killing of McKinley was individual terrorism and 
not a deed motivated by social necessity. Emma was shocked by 
this argument, since to her both acts were inspired by the same 
high idealism and spirit of self-sacrifice. Unlike Berkman, who had 
come to see the futility of terrorism in a country like the United 
States, she was more interested in the incentive than in the effec- 
tiveness of an assassination. She was ostracized for her loyalty to 
Czolgosz and, as a consequence of his execution, suffered severe 
depression. 

[224] 



EMMA GOLDMAN 


Once Emma Goldftian had mastered the English language, she 
was not long in wishing to establish a periodical that would carry 
the message of anarchism to those whom she could not reach in 
person. Outbreaks of strikes in this country and increased revolu- 
tionary activity in Russia only made her more eager for a magazine 
of her own. In 1905 she was serving as manager and interpreter for 
Paul Orleneff and Alla Nazimova, who had come to the United 
States for a theatrical tour. When Orleneff learned of Emma's am- 
bition to publish a periodical, he insisted on giving a special per- 
formance for her benefit. Although a pouring rain kept the 
audience to a fraction of the expected number, the receipts sufficed 
to pay for the first issue of Mother Earth. 

The scope and purpose of the new monthly, which began to 
appear in March 1906, were explained at the outset: 

Mother Earth will endeavor to attract and appeal to all those who 
oppose encroachment on public and individual life. It will appeal to 
those who strive for something higher, weary of the commonplace; to 
those who feel that stagnation is a deadweight on the firm and elastic 
step of progress; to those who breathe freely only in limitless space; to 
those who long for the tender shade of a new dawn for a humanity free 
from the dread of want, the dread of starvation in the face of mountains 
of riches. The Earth free for the free individual. 

Emma Goldman edited the monthly throughout its eleven years 
of existence. In all this time it reflected her views, her interests, her 
dynamic liveliness. Her fellow editors at one time or another were 
Max Baginski, Hippolyte Havel, and Alexander Berkman, but the 
character of the periodical underwent no change as a consequence. 
Each issue contained at least one poem, brief editorials on the 
events of the month, articles on current aspects of anarchism, com- 
ments on labor strikes and radical activities the world over, reports 
by Emma on topics of interest to her or on her frequent lecture 
tours, and finally appeals for money. Many prominent libertarians 
contributed essays of a philosophical or hortatory nature. It ema- 
nated a youthful vigor and an exuberance not found in any other 
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contemporary periodical. Its several thousand readers were devoted 
to it and supported it with their limited means until the postal 
censor put an end to the monthly shortly after the declaration of 
war in 1917. 

Mother Earth was not Emma Goldman's sole publishing activ- 
ity. A firm believer in the efficacy of educational propaganda, she 
printed and sold a long list of inexpensive tracts. Her table of liter- 
ature became a prominent feature at all her meetings. When no 
commercial publisher would accept Bcrkman's Prison Memoirs of 
an Anarchist, she collected funds and issued the book herself. The 
volume has since become a classic in its field, and stands to this 
day as a living reminder of the dominance of a keen and deter- 
mined mind over all physical obstacles. Emma also brought out 
her own collection of lectures, Anarchism and Other Essays . She 
was able, however, to find a publisher for her impressive volume 
of lectures on The Social Significance of the Modern Drama, which 
deals incisively with the European plays that dissect the common 
failures and fallacies of bourgeois society. 

Face to face with an audience, Emma Goldman was a forceful 
and witty propagandist. Frequently she lifted her rapt hearers to 
heights from which they envisioned a world wholly free and com- 
pletely delightful. In cold print, however, her lectures reveal little 
of her dynamic appeal. They are primarily the work of a forceful 
agitator: clear, pointed, spirited, but without originality or intel- 
lectual rigor. 

The faithful disciple of Bakunin and Kropotkin, Emma per- 
ceived civilization as “ a continuous struggle of the individual or of 
groups of individuals against the State and even against 4 society/ 
that is, against the majority subdued and hypnotized by the State 
and State worship." This conflict, she argued, was bound to last as 
long as the state itself, since it was of the very nature of govern- 
ment to be “ conservative, static, intolerant of change and opposed 
to it," while the instinct of the individual was to resent restriction, 
combat authority, and seek the benefits of innovation. 
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Her definition of anarchism first appeared on the masthead of 
Mother Earth in the issue of April 1910: “The philosophy of a 
new social order based on liberty unrestrained by man-made law; 
the theory that all forms of government rest on violence, and are 
therefore wrong and harmful, as well as unnecessary/' In her oft- 
repeated lecture on the subject she warmly described the benefits 
to ensue from social revolution: 

Anarchism stands for a social order based on the free grouping of indi- 
viduals for the purpose of producing real social wealth; an order that will 
guarantee to every human being free access to the earth and full en- 
joyment of the necessities of life, according to individual desires, tastes, 
and inclinations. 

To the end of her life Emma avowed the soundness and practi- 
cality of her doctrine. As late as 1934 she declared in Harper's 
Magazine: “ I am certain that Anarchism is too vital and too close 
to human nature ever to die. When the failure of modern dictator- 
ship and authoritarian philosophies becomes apparent and the 
realization of failure more general, Anarchism will be vindicated." 
It was her belief that sooner or later the mass of mankind would 
perceive the futility of begging for crumbs and would take power 
into its own hands. Since she scorned political means, she ex- 
pounded the validity of direct action. This method she defined as 
the “ conscious individual or collective effort to protest against, or 
remedy, social conditions through the systematic assertion of the 
economic power of the workers." Once the state and capitalism 
were destroyed, anarchism would assume the form of free com- 
munism, which she described as “ a social arrangement based on 
the principle: To each according to his needs; from each according 
to his ability." It must be stressed that although the wording is 
common to all forms of communism, that of Marx and Lenin im- 
plies strict centralized authority, while that of Kropotkin and 
Emma Goldman envisions complete decentralization and the su- ' 
premacy of the individual. 

No man who has pondered the concept of the good life will fail 
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to appreciate the ideal propounded by the anarchists. And one 
who has observed the results of modern dictatorship cannot but 
sympathize with a vision of the future in which the individual is 
the prime beneficiary of all social activity. Yet life often makes 
mock of man's noblest dreams. Emma may have been “ the daugh- 
ter of the dream her doctrine remains as utopian as it is alluring. 
There is no gainsaying the fact that modern conditions still favor 
national and industrial centralization. The philosophy of anar- 
chism appears less tenable today than ever. 

Though in no sense a pacifist, Emma Goldman was intensely 
opposed to wars between nations. The very idea of human slaugh- 
ter on the battlefield appeared to her as barbaric and criminal. 
And to her the culprit was the state. Without governments to lead 
their subjects to battle wars would be as unthinkable as duels are 
now. “ No war is justified unless it be for the purpose of overthrow- 
ing the Capitalist system and establishing industrial control for 
the working class." 

Her first contact with war occurred in 1898, when the United 
States attacked Spain. While she abominated the medieval mon- 
archy which oppressed the Cubans, she did not want our politicians 
and industrialists to use the liberation of that island as a pretext 
for their imperial aggrandizement. She therefore agitated against 
the war at every one of her lectures, and did not cease to expose 
our imperialist intentions until the end of the fighting. Fortunately 
for her, the liberties of the people were not curbed as a result of 
the war, and the police did not consider her lack of patriotism more 
provoking than her advocacy of anarchism. 

I11 1914, when war broke out in Europe, she immediately per- 
ceived its catastrophic nature and condemned its instigators as 
monstrous criminals. Alexander Berkman, who had been enjoying 
uneasy liberty since 1906 and who worked closely with her despite 
their intermittent personal and ideological differences, at once 
joined her in the attack. Both did their utmost to rouse the people 
against our involvement. It was a hard and increasingly thankless 
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fight against deep-sesfted prejudices. Consternation struck their 
hearts when they learned that Peter Kropotkin and other eminent 
anarchists had embraced the cause of the Allies and were partici- 
pating in the propaganda campaign against Germany. Resolved to 
retain their sanity in a world gone mad, they repudiated all “ war- 
mongers ” regardless of their previous professions and intensified 
their efforts to keep the United States out of the European holo- 
caust. 

When events moved us in the direction of belligerency, the 
government sought feverishly to regiment the nation for the war 
struggle. Emma, Berkman, and numerous other radicals resisted 
this martial hysteria with all the force at their command. Mother 
Earth blasted the proponents of preparedness in issue after issue 
and denounced the government for trampling upon the Bill of 
Rights in its hypocritical pretence of making the world safe for de- 
mocracy. Emma denounced the capitalist basis of war before 
crowds of enthusiastic sympathizers. As late as March 1917 she 
wrote: 

I for one will speak against war so long as my voice will last, now and 
during the war. A thousand times rather would I die calling to the 
people of America to refuse to be obedient, to refuse military service, to 
refuse to murder their brothers, than I should ever give my voice in 
justification of war, except the one war of all the peoples against their 
despots and exploiters — the Social Revolution. 

She and Berkman organized the No-Conscription League for the 
purpose of encouraging conscientious objectors to resist induction 
into the army. Writing in behalf of the League, Emma explained: 
“ We will resist conscription by every means in our power, and we 
will sustain those who, for similar reasons, refuse to be conscripted/' 
At several mass-meetings she and Berkman expressed these senti- 
ments, knowing that government agents were taking notes on their 
speeches. On June 15, 1917, both were arrested and charged with 
“ conspiring against the draft." 

The two rebels did not flinch from the ordeal awaiting them. 
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“ Tell all friends/' Emma wrote shortly before their trial, “ that we 
will not waver, that we will not compromise, and that if the worst 
comes, we shall go to prison in the proud consciousness that we 
have remained faithful to the spirit of internationalism and to the 
solidarity of all the people of the world." In court they conducted 
their own defense with a facility and frankness that gained the 
admiration of even their detractors. They shrewdly used the court- 
room as a forum. In addressing the jury they were eloquently po- 
lemical. 

It is organized violence on top [Emma asserted] which creates indi- 
vidual violence at the bottom. It is the accumulated indignation against 
organized wrong, organized crime, organized injustice, which drives 
the political offender to his act. . . . We are but the atoms in the 
incessant human struggle towards the light that shines in the darkness 
— the ideal of economic, political, and spiritual liberation of mankind! 

The dramatic trial was in a sense another re-enactment of the age- 
old tragedy in which the rebellious idealist is condemned by the 
gross guardians of society. The obdurate defendants were each 
given the maximum penalty of two years in prison and a fine of 
ten thousand dollars. 

Time passed in dreary monotony for Emma in Jefferson City 
and Berkman in Atlanta. The war was fought and won, the mil- 
lions of American soldiers were back from Europe, and peace again 
prevailed over the earth. But to conservatives the specter of Bol- 
shevism had replaced the ogre of Prussianism as the enemy of 
established society. In this country Attorney-General Mitchell 
Palmer, a Quaker and God-fearing man, led the manhunt against 
those who were suspected of sympathy with the Russian Revolu- 
tion. Thousands of men and women were made the victims of an 
Anti-Red hysteria, and hundreds were deported as undesirable 
aliens. When Emma and Berkman were released, they also became 
subject to expulsion. Although she had long been a naturalized 
citizen by virtue of her marriage to a citizen, the Department of 
Labor ruled otherwise. On the night of December 21, 1919, the two 
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rebels together with £47 other undesirables were hurried aboard 
the ancient troopship Buford for passage to Russia. 

Thirty years of struggle and suffering on this side of the Atlantic 
had so Americanized Emma and Berkman that they could not 
think of themselves as belonging to another country. The ignominy 
of expulsion and the loss of their friends wounded them deeply. 
Yet they were comforted by the thought of the adventure that lay 
ahead. As the battered Buforcl plowed its billowy way to the shores 
of Finland they reflected on the ironic turn of events which had 
transformed Czarist Russia into a land of revolution and con- 
verted the free United States into a citadel of reaction. While still 
in jail they had approved the Bolshevik coup as a necessary safe- 
guard of the revolution. r Fhey believed that Lenin and his fellow 
leaders, while Marxists and therefore advocates of a strong central- 
ized government, were devoted to the principles of freedom and 
equality and therefore deserved the support of all workers and 
libertarians. Now, outcasts from the capitalist stronghold, they 
longed to join their Russian comrades in the defense of the revolu- 
tion. When she reached the Soviet border, Emma later wrote, “ my 
heart trembled with anticipation and fervent hope/' 

Dismay darkened their days throughout the twenty months of 
their sojourn in Russia. Their official welcome quickly spent itself. 
They began to look about for themselves, to speak privately with 
fellow anarchists, and to seek explanations of events and practices 
not to their liking. The twin demons of inefficiency and stupidity 
— judged by their American and anarchist standards respectively — 
leered at them wherever they went; the black walls of bureaucracy 
rose before them at every turn. Perverse cruelty on the part of the 
government came to their attention with distressing frequency. All 
their early efforts at rationalization failed to excuse the needless 
hunger, the mass arrests, the arbitrary executions. They discussed 
these events with prominent Bolshevik leaders, including Trotsky ' 
and Lenin, in the hope of persuading them to mitigate conditions 
injurious to the revolution. In each instance the response was either 
enigmatic or equivocal. Angelica Balabanova, then secretary of the 
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Third International and later as disaffected an exile as herself, told 
Emma that life was 44 a rock on which the highest hopes are shat- 
tered. Life thwarts the best intentions and breaks the finest spirits/' 
Alexandra Kollontay, the hard-headed diplomat, chilled her with 
the advice to stop “ brooding over a few dull gray spots/' Even 
Lenin impressed her and Berkman as callous and unsympathetic. 

Time only deepened their perturbation. After eight months of 
life in Russia, Emma began to doubt the revolution itself. 44 Its 
manifestations were so completely at variance with what I had con- 
ceived and propagated as revolution that I did not know any more 
which was right. My old values had been shipwrecked and I myself 
thrown overboard to sink or swim." The climax of her quarrel with 
the Bolsheviki came a year later during the attack upon the muti- 
nous Kronstadt sailors. That hundreds of true sons of the revolu- 
tion should be shot down for sympathizing with striking workers 
seemed to her a crime worse than any committed by the Czarist 
regime. Neither she nor Berkman could any longer stomach such 
ruthless authoritarianism and both left the country as soon as they 
were able to obtain visas. 

Their disillusionment was as absolute as it was inevitable. Hav- 
ing for thirty years, as Emma admitted later, “ fought the Marxian 
theory as a cold, mechanistic, enslaving formula," they should 
have known that the Bolsheviki, fighting desperately to establish 
their hold upon the country and grappling with crucial problems 
without benefit of outside sympathy or experience, would hardly 
endanger their regime by accepting the anarchist conception of 
freedom. 

Emma and Berkman had naively assumed that the Russian Revo- 
lution, even though directed by extreme Marxists, would create the 
libertarian utopia. Moreover, as leading American radicals they had 
expected positions of eminence. Finding themselves merely toler- 
ated — treated as poor relations rather than admired as expert revo- 
lutionists — they magnified the 44 dull gray spots " until they could 
see nothing else. As lifelong rebels, ever hounded by the minions 
of authority and always defying them, it was easy for them to revert 
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to their old dissident And because, like themselves, the Bolshe- 
viki were workers and revolutionaries, their brutal and arbitrary 
behavior seemed even more intolerable than that of the American 
officials whom the couple had fought so bitterly. As Emma stated 
subsequently, “ it was impossible for me to speak dispassionately 
about Russia 

Once past the Soviet border, the hapless pair became true Ish- 
maelites, without either home or country. No government offered 
them asylum, and few were willing to provide them with even tem- 
porary visas. Devoted friends had great difficulty in getting Swedish 
officials to permit the two refugees a long-enough stay in Stockholm 
to procure visas for a sojourn in Germany. 

Their one great mission now became the unmasking of the Bol- 
sheviki, and their attacks were more virulent and hysterical than 
those of the most extreme reactionaries. Berkman's The Bolshevik 
Myth and Emma's My Disillusionment in Russia and My Further 
Disillusionment in Russia ( the book was published in two separate 
volumes as a result of an inadvertent misunderstanding) are 
charged with fanatic hatred. Both insisted that Lenin and his mon- 
strous crew were perverting the Russian Revolution to their own 
sinister purposes and must be destroyed at all costs. They made 
no effort to view the situation objectively. They failed to realize 
that social revolutions, once unloosed, do not proceed smoothly 
along the groove of beneficent innovation but turn into avalanches 
that carry everything before them with an irresistible and infernal 
force; that, had the anarchists seized power, they might have been 
equally cruel and incompetent under the drastic circumstances; 
that, in truth, the gap between theory and practice is frequently 
the grave of the loftiest human aspirations. Ironically enough, they 
forgot that Bakunin, the founder of modern anarchism, was — in 
the words of his biographer, E. W. Carr — “ the first originator of 
the conception of a select and closely organized revolutionary 
party, bound together not only by party ideals, but by the ties of 
implicit obedience to an absolute revolutionary dictator." 
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In 1924 Emma was permitted to make her home in England. 
At once she busied herself with plans to rouse the people against 
the Bolsheviki, but found herself either snubbed or scorned. The 
liberals refused to support her for fear of endangering Soviet Rus- 
sia's precarious relations with Great Britain; the radicals insisted 
on the need of bolstering the Bolsheviki during the period of revo- 
lutionary experimentation. Her lectures were poorly attended; her 
audiences failed to be impressed. After two years of discourage- 
ment she decided to leave England altogether. Shortly before her 
departure she married James Colton, an old rebel, for the conven- 
ience of British citizenship. 

A vacation in France preceded a lecture tour through Canada. 
Again on American soil, she resumed the old pattern of agitation. 
But the Dominion did not provide sufficient scope for her seething 
energy. And when friends, who had long urged her to write her 
autobiography, provided her with funds for that purpose, she re- 
turned to France. 

Living My Life appeared in 1932. It is a lively story, palpitating 
with strong feeling and epitomizing the blazing years of her anar- 
chist activity. The writing is vivacious, forceful, exciting. The nar- 
rative is colorful and wholly uninhibited. Emma's strong person- 
ality Stamps every page. She was as dynamic in her numerous 
amours as in her work for human freedom, and she discusses both 
with equal zest. Her unrepressed egotism prompts her to relate 
personal incidents which have little bearing on her own develop- 
ment and none on that of anarchism — incidents that sometimes 
reveal petty malice and that might better have been left unrecorded. 
The final impression, however, is of her generous character, her , 
profound devotion to the ideal of liberty, her extraordinary energy, 
her great courage, and her successful insistence on living her life 
in her own way. 

When Emma had completed her long book and was ready to 
resume her role as lecturer and agitator, the menace of fascism 
drove the Bolshevik betrayal from the forefront of her mind. A 
tour through Germany and other parts of Europe convinced her 
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that the Nazis were the greater threat to freedom and must be 
fought without let. Late in 1933 she returned to Canada and ad- 
dressed large audiences on such topics as “ Hitler and His Co- 
horts/' “Germany's Tragedy/' and “The Collapse of German 
Culture." With Cassandra-like foresight she argued that England 
and Germany's neighbors were blind to the danger confronting 
them and that if the Nazis were not ousted from power they would 
destroy civilization. 

In January 1934 she was granted permission to visit the United 
States for ninety days. Friends arranged for a two-month lecture 
tour. Her audiences were large, though a good percentage came 
more out of curiosity than to pay homage to her anarchist leader- 
ship. Some hotels refused to admit her, and detectives and police- 
men were as conspicuous within the halls as in former times. Com- 
munists heckled her, but there was comparatively little of the ex- 
citement and defiance of her previous “ tours of agitation." In 
truth neither Emma nor her hearers bothered much about the doc- 
trine of anarchism. The immediate menace had become not the 
capitalistic state but fascist authoritarianism (to Emma, Bolshe- 
vism was “ only left-wing fascism ") ; and she attacked it not as the 
apostolic anarchist but as the passionate libertarian. The end of 
April came all too soon, and again she had to depart from the land 
in which she had spent her best years. Nor did the fact that she 
was an old woman without roots elsewhere make leavetaking any 
easier. 

The following year she sojourned in Canada, lecturing, writing, 
hoping in vain for readmission to the United States. In the spring 
of 1935 she went to France. Berkman was already there, and the 
two old friends again saw much of each other. The day after her 
sixty-seventh birthday their lifelong intimacy was abruptly ended 
by his suicide; he had been ill for some time and characteristically 
preferred death to a wretched old age. The tragic event oppressed 
her grievously. 

The Spanish Civil War, beginning shortly after, provided her 
with much-needed distraction. With energies renewed she at once 
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went to Spain. Her previous friendly association with Spanish an- 
archists made her a welcome addition to their ranks. For the next 
two years she devoted herself to bolstering the cause of the Loyalists. 
Since England's sympathy was of crucial importance, she went to 
London to work in behalf of the Spanish government. The callous 
and undiscerning attitude of the ruling Tories deprived her of the 
last atom of hope. She returned to Spain in 1938, wishing to stand 
beside her comrades during their final futile efforts to hold back the 
fascist inundation. 

Early in 1939, with darkness rapidly enveloping the whole of 
Europe, Emma returned to Canada. There she died on May 13, 
1940, clinging tenaciously to the shreds of her revolutionary ideal 
until her last gasp. 

Emma Goldman was unquestionably the most active and auda- 
cious rebel of her time. An idealist to the core of her being, cherish- 
ing liberty as the most precious of human possessions, completely 
dedicated to the full and free life for all mankind, she early became 
the object of concentrated contumely and brutal abuse on the part 
of the defenders of the status quo. Her threat to society lay not so 
much in her revolutionary doctrine as in her attacks upon the abuses 
of capitalism. B. R. Tucker and other individualist anarchists were 
equally opposed to authority, but they were not molested so long 
as they did not concern themselves with economic exploitation. 
Emma, however, had made it her duty to fight against injustice 
toward the worker and the nonconformist. Consequently she or- 
ganized mass-meetings and marches against unemployment; she 
became a picket-leader and fund-raiser, and protested openly and 
persistently against violations of free speech and against police bru- 
tality. This activity, especially effective because of her untiring zeal 
and bold eloquence, gave her pre-eminence as a dangerous enemy 
of capitalism and subjected her to persecution by the authorities 
until she was driven out of the country. 

Quite a few Americans, however, respected her for her honest 
idealism and valued her as a goad stinging the social conscience of 
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our complacent public. One of them, William Marion Reedy, 
called her “ the daughter of the dream ” after a meeting with her 
in 1908 and added: “She threatens all society that is sham, all 
society that is slavery, all society that is a mask of greed and lust/' 
Floyd Dell spoke for many in the blithe year of 1912 when he 
wrote: “ She has a legitimate social function — that of holding 
before our eyes the ideals of freedom. She is licenced to taunt us 
with our moral cowardice, to plant in our souls the nettles of re- 
morse at having acquiesced so tamely in the brutal artifice of pres- 
ent-day society.” 

For all her courage and iconoclasm, she was deeply feminine in 
outlook and behavior. Her strongest attribute was of an emotional 
rather than intellectual nature: she felt first and thought after- 
wards. She had an extraordinary capacity for believing whatever 
suited her ideological or personal purposes. Rationalization and 
ratiocination merged in her mind very readily. Thus in her auto- 
biography she was punctilious in recording the details of her love 
affairs, presumably in the belief that everything she did and felt 
affected her revolutionary development. Yet at all times she was 
ready to sacrifice her own happiness for the good of anarchism. 

On her fiftieth birthday, while in prison for obstructing the draft, 
she took stock of her past. “ Fifty years — thirty of them on the 
firing line — had they borne fruit or had I merely been repeating 
Don Quixote's idle chase? Had my efforts served only to fill my 
inner void, to find an outlet for the turbulence of my being? Or was 
it really the ideal that had dictated my conscious course? ” She had 
not the slightest doubt, however, that her life had not been lived in 
vain. She had fought valiantly, and was to remain on the firing line 
for another twenty years. And while it is in the very nature of an 
ideal to fail of achievement, its mere existence gives life its impetus 
and its reward. Emma's quotation from Ibsen, made while waiting 
for deportation in 1919 — “ that it is the struggle for the ideal that 
counts, rather than the attainment of it” — may well be her 
epitaph. 
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V ictory at Appomattox gave a tremendous impetus to Amer- 
ican business enterprise. In 1865 the United States, licking 
its wounds, was largely an undeveloped agricultural coun- 
try; a half-century later its amazing industrial growth gave it first 
place among the great world powers. Its phenomenal expansion 
may be measured in terms of the evolution from the typical inde- 
pendent oil driller to the gigantic Standard Oil Company, or from 
the modest iron foundry employing a few men to the enormous 
United States Steel Corporation. Never in the history of mankind 
has a nation grown at once so fast and so powerful. This fabulous 
rate of economic expansion will become evident from a few samples 
of statistical data. 

In i860 the federal government possessed more than a billion 
acres or more than half of the total area of the country. Fifty years 
later relatively little of this land was not owned privately, and much 
of it was in the hands of the railroads and large landowners. During 
this same period, however, the number of individual farms had 
tripled and their annual production of such staples as corn, wheat, 
and cotton had more than tripled. A good indicator of the vast 
conversion of the public domain into private property is to be 
found in the production and sale of barbed wire, which rose from 
10,000 pounds in 1874 to 300,000,000 pounds in 1900. 

The rate of expansion for industry is even more striking. From 
the end of the Civil War till 1900 the number of factories — disre- 

[241] 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE DISSIDENT ECONOMISTS 


garding enlargements and consolidations — increased fourfold; the 
number of workmen, fivefold; the value of the products, sevenfold; 
the amount of available capital, ninefold. Railways covered the 
country with nearly 200,000 miles of track, about one-third of the 
world’s total mileage. The annual production of pig iron increased 
sixteenfold, and that of steel expanded from an insignificant amount 
to more than 10,000,000 tons. Other products showed similar rates 
of increase. Inventions, new production techniques, and adequate 
capital were combined by men of great energy in the exploitation of 
the country’s vast natural resources. The even more amazing 
achievements after 1900 — in some instances multiplying produc- 
tion tenfold — are too familiar for comment. 

Political conditions after the Civil War greatly favored this ex- 
traordinary industrial development. The government was in the 
hands of politicians who saw eye to eye with the men bent on 
utilizing the country's wealth to the utmost, and they gave them 
every possible benefit — knowing that they too would share in the 
rich harvest. Protective tariffs were enacted, immigration was en- 
couraged, the building of railroads was expedited, land containing 
natural resources was given away almost for the asking, labor unions 
were discountenanced, and a sound currency was established. As 
Parrington remarked: “In the tumultuous decades that followed 
there was to be no bargaining with corporations for the use of what 
the public gave; they took what they wanted and no impertinent 
questions were asked." 

The courts were even more solicitous than the legislators for the 
protection of the individual and the corporation in their pursuit of 
profit. The Supreme Court majority, in its effort to safeguard pri- 
vate property and individual enterprise, defined the word “ person ” 
to include corporations and maintained that the Declaration of In- 
dependence and the Constitution gave the individual the right to 
accumulate what property he could and to use it as he saw fit. Jus- 
tice Field in 1883 proclaimed “ the right of men to pursue their 
happiness, by which is meant the right to pursue any lawful busi- 
ness or vocation, in any manner not inconsistent with the equal 
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rights of others, whidh may increase their prosperity or develop their 
faculties, so as to give them their highest enjoyment” Ten years 
later Justice Brewer stated that the Supreme Court “ simply nails 
the Declaration of Independence, like Luther's theses against the 
indulgences, upon the doors of the Wittenberg church of human 
rights and dares the anarchist and the socialist, and every other 
assassin of liberty to blot out a single word." These spokesmen for 
the Supreme Court, assuming that the day laborer and the presi- 
dent of a large corporation had equal rights and opportunities be- 
fore the law and in the marketplace, interpreted the principles of 
human rights and individual liberty as synonymous with the nine- 
teenth-century gospel of wealth. 

The men who effected this industrial transformation were mostly 
of humble origin and without adequate discipline or training but 
with ability and the will to power that well fitted them for the 
task. They were, in Parrington’s estimation, €t primitive souls, ruth- 
less, predatory, capable; single-minded men; rogues and rascals 
often, but never feeble, never hindered by petty scruple, never 
given to puling or whining — the raw materials of a race of capital- 
istic buccaneers." They were indeed — taken together — ingenious, 
shrewd, enterprising, thrifty, dominated by a gospel of get-and-grab 
which justified their lack of scruple and their sharp dealing. Their 
Calvinistic conscience saw no discrepancy between cheating their 
competitors and customers on weekdays and endowing churches 
and colleges on the Sabbath. 

One of the best of them, Andrew Carnegie, had the drive and the 
imagination to make millions out of steel by riding the crest of 
industrial expansion. His steel company was organized in 1873 with 
a capital of $700,000. In twenty years the company's profits added 
up to $40,000,000. In 1900 the company was reorganized and re- 
capitalized at $300,000,000 — • the current value of its assets — and 
was geared to produce 3,000,000 tons of steel annually. Even more 
successful, though much less scrupulous, was John D. Rockefeller, 
whose Standard Oil Company became the first and mdst notorious 
of the gigantic trusts. In the Atlantic Monthly of March 1881, 
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Henry D. Lloyd first told about the corrupt, illegal, and fraudulent 
methods by which Standard Oil achieved its monopoly of the oil 
industry. It crushed its competitors by any means at its disposal, 
chiefly by obtaining unlawful control of transportation facilities. 

The refineries at New York had often to lie idle while the oil was run- 
ning on the ground at the wells, because they could not get transporta- 
tion. The monopoly of the pipe lines which the railroad gave it made 
the Standard the master of the exits of oil from the producing districts. 
Producing themselves but one-fiftieth of the oil yield, they stood between 
the producers of the other forty-nine-fiftieths and the world. There was 
apparently no trick the Standard would not play. 

Consequently Rockefeller and his several partners had maneu- 
vered themselves into a position from which they were able to force 
Competitors either to sell out below cost or face bankruptcy. “ Re- 
finer after refiner in Pittsburgh, buying his crude oil in the open 
market, manufacturing it at his works, shipping it to the seaboard, 
met with a continued succession of losses, and was forced into 
bankruptcy or a sale of his works to the Standard, who always had 
a buyer on the spot at the right time/' 

An absence of scruple and a sense of largeness marked almost all 
business enterprise of the post-Civil War decades, aptly called 'the 
Gilded Age. The federal, state, and local governments encour- 
aged this philosophy of get-and-grab. Political bosses in every large 
city trafficked brazenly with favors and franchises — often beating 
the industrial buccaneers at their own game. Graft affected many 
of the votes of public officials — from petty aldermen to mighty 
members of the United States Senate. The corruption of city coun- 
cils and state legislatures became a public shame, yet exposure and 
censure had little effect. 

Perhaps the most notorious instance of fraud is to be found in 
the disposal of public lands. Immediately after the Civil War the 
federal and state governments began to squander the public domain 
in their ostensible efforts to encourage railroad building and land 
settlement. By 1873, when public protest checked this extravagance, 
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Congress alone had cfbnated considerably more than a hundred mil- 
lion acres to land-grant railroads. Those who undertook the con- 
struction of these railways practised deceit and chicane on a gar- 
gantuan scale. Thus the four partners of Crocker and Company, 
who completed the first transcontinental railway, received $121,- 
000,000 for construction costs totaling around $58,000,000 at the 
highest estimate. Smaller organizations and many individuals emu- 
lated the railroad companies in getting what they could out of a 
bountiful government. They were fraudulent in filing their home- 
stead claims — some even rented movable miniature log cabins in 
order to swear that they were complying with the requirements of 
the Pre-emption Act. Cattlemen helped themselves to large tracts 
of land by means of illegal enclosings. Shrewd speculators unlaw- 
fully pre-empted timber and mineral lands which later yielded them 
large fortunes. The guardians of the law did little or nothing to 
check this chicane, and indeed often conspired with the speculators. 
The general assumption was that the continent in the possession 
of the government was an inexhaustible horn of plenty and every- 
one was welcome to its fruits so long as he was instrumental in pop- 
ulating the frontier or in developing the land. 

If manufacturers and merchants and mineowners did not meas- 
ure up to our present standard of ethics, they nevertheless suc- 
ceeded in bringing the industrial capacities of the country up to 
their present efficiency. This much cannot be said for many of the 
bankers and brokers of Wall Street, who were interested not in pro- 
duction but in profits and who became the notorious robber-barons 
of the period. They cheated and swindled and robbed and ruined 
— at times one another, but mostly the innocent and gullible in- 
vestors. It was these buccaneers who were responsible for the gold 
comer in 1867, the Credit Mobilier scandal, the various financial 
panics, the stockwatering of the railroads and industrial corpora- 
tions, the organization of trusts and holding companies, and the 
vast and unscrupulous stock manipulations which caused Carnegie 
to say that “ they throw cats and dogs together and call them 
elephants ” It was they, to cite only two of their exploits recorded 
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by Lloyd, who burdened the New York Central and the Erie rail- 
roads with watered stock amounting to $53,507,000 and $63,963,381 
respectively. Another conspicuous instance of such manipulations 
was the merger of several steel companies into the United States 
Steel Corporation, which was achieved by the Morgan Company at 
a clear profit of $62,500,000. While this particular feat represented 
finance capitalism at its best, other transactions produced not even 
the semblance of a real elephant. 

Throughout the nineteenth century and later American business 
enterprise was defended by the most eminent academic economists. 
Their pragmatic approach to economic theory made it relatively easy 
for them to justify the activities of an untrammelcd capitalism. 

Alexander Hamilton was the first eminent economic spokesman 
for the new American nation. His effective advocacy of a financial 
system and of a specific policy of tariff protection for new industries 
fitted so well the evolving needs of capitalistic industrialism that 
his views prevailed throughout the nineteenth century and into 
our own time. His principle of protection became, in its application, 
largely an American doctrine. Economists like Frederick List, John 
Ray, Henry C. Carey, and numerous others refined it for current 
acceptance. 

American economic theory began primarily as a protest against 
the presumed universality of classical economics. Circumstances 
forced the more venturesome economists to a reluctant acknowl- 
edgement that earlier theories based on English conditions did not 
answer the requirements of a frontier people. Loyalty to Adam 
Smith and David Ricardo, their respected masters, did not blind 
them to the fact that these Englishmen had based their doctrine 
on the principle of scarcity; that their theories of production and 
distribution lost validity when applied to a country operating on 
the principle of abundance. Several economists likewise criticized 
the Malthusian theory of population as irrelevant to the United 
States where population growth meant expansion and wealth and 
not crowding and misery. Henry C. Carey, the outstanding Ameri- 
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can economist before the Civil War, was typical in considering 
himself a disciple of Adam Smith while espousing the principle of 
protection as necessary to the healthy development of a growing 
industrialism. 

Political economy was not a serious subject of study in American 
colleges until considerably after the Civil War. Most men were too 
busy developing the economy of the country to concern themselves 
with its underlying principles. Consequently the first courses in this 
field were taught for the most part by doctors of divinity who 
sought to fit political economy into the all-embracing scheme of 
their cosmic theology. Thus towards the middle of the century, 
when the Smith-Ricardcr-Mill school was at the peak of its popu- 
larity in England, its doctrines were given the authority of Holy 
Writ. American students were taught, among other things, that 
liberty and property were the keystones of any rational economic 
order; that economic freedom would consequently yield a greater 
total benefit than any form of governmental control; that wages 
were that price which would enable laborers to subsist and perpet- 
uate themselves; and that profit was the socially beneficent reward 
of abstinence and enterprise. These doctrines were explained on 
hedonistic and utilitarian grounds : every man knew that in the long 
run his own happiness was bound up with the happiness of his 
neighbors; that since everyone knew best what profited him most, 
his freedom from governmental restraint in the pursuit of happiness 
was the best means of securing happiness for all. Francis Wayland’s 
Elements of Political Economy , which presented these views as 
obvious truths, was for many years the most popular college text in 
this country. This book was succeeded in turn by such widely used 
texts as those written by General Francis A. Walker and President 
Arthur T. Hadley, leading orthodox economists who had adapted 
English doctrine to current American conditions. 

Many academic economists, loyal to their English masters and 
yet loath to antagonize the wealthy benefactors of tKeir institu- 
tions, veered enough from the doctrine of laissez-faire to deny the 
benefits of free trade in a country in process of development. All 
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economists, however, were staunch exponents of the principle of 
natural rights and the gospel of wealth. They ignored crying abuses 
and declared that every man had the inalienable right to amass 
property and to use it as he wished. “ As men now are/' President 
Mark Hopkins of Williams stated in Lectures on Moral Science , 
“ it is far better that they should be employed in accumulating prop- 
erty honestly, to be spent reasonably, if not nobly, than that there 
should be encouraged any sentimentalism about the worthlessness 
of property, or tendency to a merely contemplative or quietistic life, 
which has so often been either the result or the cause of inefficiency 
or idleness/' As late as 1875 President James McCosh of Princeton 
asserted in Christian Ethics that “ God has bestowed upon us cer- 
tain powers and gifts which no one is at liberty to take from us or 
to interfere with. All attempts to deprive us of them is theft." 
Shortly afterwards President Hadley of Yale, while admitting that 
to the medieval economist the businessman was a licensed robber, 
insisted that to the modern economist he was “ a public benefac- 
tor ” to whom the community freely gave the chance to direct its 
productive resources. And at about the same time Professor J. Lau- 
rence Laughlin, soon to head the economics department of the new 
University of Chicago endowed by John D. Rockefeller, argued 
that one could gain wealth only by “ sacrifice, exertion and skill " 
and that the rich man therefore “ has the right to enjoy the prod- 
ucts of his exertion to the exclusion of everyone else." 

These academic apologists maintained that the poor have no one 
to blame for their indigence but themselves and that, in their efforts 
to amass wealth, men of enterprise were certain to benefit the people 
as a whole. Several of the small minority of economists who criti- 
cized laissez-faire practices as inimical to public welfare, suffered 
the consequences of their dissidence. Thus Professor Henry C. 
Adams was dismissed from Cornell in 1886, Professor Edward W. 
Bemis was not reappointed at the University of Chicago in 1895, 
and Professor John R. Commons was asked to leave Syracuse Uni- 
versity in 1899 — and in each instance academic freedom was vio- 
lated in order to appease rich patrons. 

[ 24 s] 



THE ECONOMIC BACKGROUND 


While a number of the leading professional economists of the 
Gilded Age dissented from classical theory in their interpretation 
of or departure from one or another of its specific doctrines, they 
all adhered wholeheartedly to its major premise of individual 
liberty of action. Differ as they might with their theological adver- 
saries in other respects, they vied with them in their praise of thrift 
and enterprise and in their condemnation of idleness and radical- 
ism. Whether they were for or against free trade, for or against the 
gold standard, for or against a mild form of social-welfare serv- 
ice, they were united in the hedonistic justification of capitalism 
and in their righteous abuse of labor organizations and of govern- 
mental regulation of business. 

One of the most eminent of these economists, General Walker, 
described the captain of industry as the great engine of industrial 
progress. As an ardent classicist he maintained that capital was al- 
ways the product of abstinence and savings; consequently its owner 
had the right to employ it as he wished. He also asserted that prof- 
its were not wrested from labor, as the socialists insisted, but were 
the reward of efficient enterprise. “ The gains of the employer are 
not taken from the earnings of the laboring class, but measure the 
difference in production between the commonplace or bad, and the 
able, and shrewd, and strong management of business.” He denied, 
however, the validity of the wages-fund theory and asserted that 
labor received in wages whatever was left from rent, interest and 
profit — assuming the existence of a “ full and free competition.” 
Since rent and interest were fixed charges, wages tended to rise with 
profits. He therefore condemned labor unions and strikes as futile, 
vicious, and un-American, and dealt summarily with the radical 
views of Karl Marx, Henry George, and Edward Bellamy by im- 
pugning the honesty of these dissidents. 

Professor William Graham Sumner of Yale, another outstanding 
economist of the time, was equally harsh in his denunciation of 
the critics of capitalism. A disciple of Darwin and Spender, he be- 
lieved that social evolution was an automatic process which could 
not and therefore must not be disturbed. He linked the dog-eat-dog 
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practices of many businessmen with the theory of the struggle for 
survival which led to a higher form of life. “ The truth is/' he as- 
serted, “ that the social order is fixed by laws of nature precisely 
analogous to those of the physical order. The most that man can do 
is by his ignorance and conceit to mar the operation of these social 
laws." Consequently he saw only harm as the result of any effort to 
regulate business enterprise. Why interfere with a process which 
brought wealth to men of merit and poverty to the indolent and 
the dissolute? 'That he did not find complete favor with the class 
he championed was due to his persistent advocacy of free trade as 
a long-run economic policy. 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century Professor John Bates 
Clark of Columbia established himself as the leader of those econ- 
omists who extolled the virtues of free individual enterprise. His 
economic theories, expressed with force and precision and osten- 
sibly opposed to classical doctrine, were nevertheless based on what 
Thorstein Veblen termed “ the pre-evolutionary ground of nor- 
mality and * natural law.' " Hedonistic in character, this economics 
was primarily interested in the theory of distribution — the distri- 
bution of ownership and income. It concerned itself chiefly with 

the definition and classification of a mechanically limited range of 
phenomena, [being] confined, in substance, to the determination of the 
refinements upon the concepts of land, labor, and capital, as handed 
down by the great economists of the classical era, and the correlate con- 
cepts of rent, wages, interest and profit. Solicitously, with a painfully 
meticulous circumspection, the normal, mechanical metes and bounds 
of these several concepts are worked out, the touchstone of the absolute 
truth aimed at being the hedonistic calculus. 

As a hedonistic economist Professor Clark asserted optimistically 
that men behave rationally and respond without prejudice to the 
stimulus of anticipated pleasure and pain. While he veered from 
the position of earlier classical economists in his assumption that 
society was dynamic and not static, he maintained that man is natu- 
rally good, and not bad, even in his economic relationships. He 
therefore stressed the importance of free competition in an open 
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market. Such competition, he declared, would make prices conform 
to “ standards of cost/' wages to “ the standard of the final pro- 
ductively of labor,” and interest to “ the marginal product of capi- 
tal.” It would moreover tend to make the rich richer and the poor 
better off — since that was the natural law which controlled the 
distribution of the income of society. 

Aware that existing monopolies limited free competition, he con- 
demned them as an economic evil and proposed that the state, 
which existed chiefly to protect property, take steps towards their 
elimination. “ No description,” he asserted, “ could exaggerate the 
evil which is in store for a society given hopelessly to a regime of 
private monopoly.” And by a private monopoly he meant not only 
the large trusts and corporations but also what he termed the selfish 
labor unions. To the very end of his life, which reached into our 
own time, he refused to recognize the inevitable monopolistic tend- 
ency of business enterprise and preached a competitive individual- 
ism of free and honorable men. 

Not all economists, however, were optimistic exponents of the 
gospel of wealth. Professors R. T. Ely and John R. Commons 
shocked many of their colleagues and outraged leading business- 
men by their declaration that labor unions were a necessary con- 
comitant of powerful trusts and corporations. A few sociologists 
were equally concerned with the welfare of the mass of the people. 
Lester Ward was among the first to decry the deleterious results of 
dog-eat-dog practices. lie argued that it was the duty of the state 
to deal with the problem of poverty by regulating the economic 
forces of production and distribution. Somewhat later Professors 
E. A. Ross of Wisconsin and C. H. Cooley of Michigan were even 
firmer in their opposition to uncontrolled individualism and in 
their contributions to the theory of social welfare. These and a few 
other liberal social scientists felt distressed by the increasingly acute 
strife between the struggling labor unions and the ruthless indus- 
trialists; they discarded the blinders of classical economics and 
viewed the realities of a growing capitalism with a critical mind. 
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If Professor Clark was the leading exponent of laissez-faire eco- 
nomics, his friend Professor Simon N. Patten of Pennsylvania was 
for a time its chief critic. A product of the generous Illinoisian 
prairie and the easy-going German university, he began his mature 
study of economics from a pragmatic standpoint. He was not long 
in discovering serious discrepancies between classical theories and 
current economic practices. Further inquiry convinced him, even 
more firmly than some of the earlier American economists, that 
the views of the Smith-Ricardo-Mill school, having their basis in a 
scarcity economy resulting from a niggardly nature, had been in- 
validated by the scientific conquest of nature and a concomitant 
social progress. A statistical analysis of the vast rise in the produc- 
tion of staple commodities made obvious that the scarcity economy 
of the early nineteenth century had been replaced by an economy 
of abundance. “ We no longer live in an age of deficit and pain/' he 
pointed out, “ but rather in an age of surplus and pleasure when 
all things are possible if wc will but keep our eyes turned towards 
the future and strip our intelligences for their tasks." 

Professor Patten, convinced of the inapplicability of classical 
theories in an economy of abundance, maintained that the problem 
of diminishing returns, and indeed the entire theory of production, 
demanded much less attention than the question of consumption. 
In this discussion of capital he pointed out that since abstinence 
and hardship were no longer necessary in a highly developed in- 
dustrial society, the rewards for saving had lost their essential justi- 
fication. The wages-fund theory he dismissed as presumptuous. 
44 The reasoning of the wages-fund theorists was a selfish upper- 
class view of those who wished to pose as humanitarians without 
being so." From this rejection followed logically his criticism of the 
classical theory of distribution, with its static and sharply defined 
divisions of income . 44 There is but one social surplus for which all 
industrial classes contend and among whom it is divided not in 
definite funds but in parts altered by each new alignment of eco- 
nomic forces." He further broke with laissez-faire theory by his 
stand that a protective tariff was advisable if it furthered the na- 
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tional economy. Finally he argued that competition was not a basic 
and desirable social good. “ Competition,” he wrote, “ is not a 
human trait but an unsocial tendency. It fails in large-scale produc- 
tion because this is the first to be socialized.” 

Professor Patten was one of the first American economists to de- 
clare that industrial depressions were caused by the loss of mass- 
purchasing power. To avoid such disaster, he contended, it was 
necessary on the one hand to stress the value of efficiency and thus 
assure an economy of abundance and on the other to equalize the 
distribution of income with a view to abolishing poverty. He be- 
lieved that poverty could be eradicated. Unlike other economists he 
did not subscribe to the Biblical assertion that the poor will always 
be with us, nor did he believe that indigence was caused by innate 
moral deficicnces. This view, he maintained, confused cause with 
effect. “ Abolish poverty, transform deficit into surplus, fill deple- 
tion with energy, and the ascribed heredity of the poor will vanish 
with its causes.” 

To achieve the efficient working of an economy of abundance 
Professor Patten recommended the curbing of unrestrained individ- 
ualism in business, the control of chaotic competition, and a 
planned economy — measures which presumed general governmen- 
tal supervision of our economic structure. He did not elaborate his 
outline for a planned society, and there is no notion of socialism in 
his writings. All he wanted, as an economist, was a society function- 
ing in an economy of abundance for all its members. 

If Professor Patten was a severe critic of classical economics, 
Thorstein Veblen, the chief founder of institutional economics, 
was its executioner. He approached economics from the standpoint 
of the evolutionary sciences. He had made a thorough study of the 
Darwinian method, of the biological experiments of his colleague 
Jacques Loeb at the University of Chicago, and of the latest re- 
searches in the relatively new sciences of anthropology and psy- 
chology. It was in the light of his findings in these fields that he 
established the institutional approach to economics in a series of 
articles and books published in the 1890's and 1900's. In his view* 
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economic activity was not an independent entity, to be analyzed 
in the manner of the classical economists, but a part of general 
human activity which was best understood if examined as an evolu- 
tionary process. This process made evident that institutions were 
decisive factors in influencing human behavior. Consequently so- 
cial science, of which economics was a part, must deal with human 
beings rather than with rationalized human nature, with facts 
rather than with their normalized aspects. Since men, however, 
adapted their institutions to the changing needs of human nature 
and general progress, social scientists must consider these institu- 
tions from an evolutionary rather than a normative standpoint. 

Institutional economists, and their number has become large, 
thus concern themselves with things in flux and employ those 
methods of study which best analyze the processes of economic 
change. They criticize orthodox economists for their continued de- 
pendence upon an outworn hedonistic psychology, an inaccurate 
postulate of individualistic competition, and a static view of eco- 
nomic organization. They make a virtue of their disinclination to 
develop new economic laws, and favor monographic work on single 
topics. Professor Wesley C. Mitchell's Business Cycles , published 
in 1913, became a model and manual for a generation of institu- 
tional economists. They continue to concentrate on the specific 
aspects of our economy, seeking not speculative syntheses but a 
knowledge of processes and statistics, not normality but the nature 
of social change. By shunning the dogmatism and generalizing of 
the . classical economists, they have fertilized economic thinking 
and have come closer to economic realities. 

American academic economists of the nineteenth century, 
whether they accepted classical theory without question or rejected 
one or more of its tenets, all functioned within the orbit of indus- 
trial capitalism. While some of them criticized the malpractices of 
business enterprise and urged government regulation as a means of 
keeping industrial buccaneers within the bounds of legality, all 
agreed that modern society was served best by a capitalistic system 
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of economy. It was ftnly in our own time that a few institutional 
and Marxian economists questioned this assumption. The large 
majority of economists, however, continued to reject socialism as 
fallacious if not vicious, even as their forerunners had dismissed the 
Populist, single-tax, and other similar movements as muddle- 
headed versions of panacea. 

Outside of the academic cloisters, however, men took a more 
realistic attitude towards the rapacity of capitalistic enterprise. 
Most of them, tempted by the opportunities for profitable business 
ventures, readily joined the stampede to the national money trough. 
Many sons of Abolitionists, Utopians, prohibitionists — scions of 
first families and children of radical immigrants — put aside their 
ideals in the mad effort to get rich quick. But not a few men re- 
coiled from this dog-eat-dog scramble. Like some of their fathers 
before them, they dedicated themselves not to private wealth but 
to public welfare. Wendell Phillips, Edward Bellamy, John Swin- 
ton and the sons of Charles Francis Adams and William Lloyd 
Garrison in the East, Henry George in California, Henry D. Lloyd 
and Clarence Darrow in Chicago, and Robert M. LaFollette in 
Wisconsin, were merely a few of the more conspicuous liberal critics 
of the unscrupulous exploiters of our land and people. 

In the cities thousands of workmen, driven desperate by arrogant 
and arbitrary employers, again and again engaged in strikes and 
riots that blotched the social history of the period. The farmers also, 
swindled by land speculators and victimized by brokers, bankers, 
and the railroads, fought back furiously. The cause of these work- 
men and farmers was taken up for the most part by men who loved 
justice and hated wrong — men who cherished the ideals of the 
Declaration of Independence and wanted to make them prevail. A 
few of them, having come under the influence of the writings of 
Karl Marx, ascribed all social evils to capitalism and urged its aboli- 
tion; a much greater number, less doctrinaire and less radical, 
sought redress by means of labor unions and political reform. They 
exposed the nefarious' practices of the railroads and larger corpora- 
tions and campaigned for government regulation. In time this pres- 
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sure upon state legislatures and Congress resulted in laws aiming to 
curb the more flagrant malpractices. And while politicians and 
judges, who favored the corporations rather than the nation's wel- 
fare, tried to minimize the effectiveness of these laws, they could 
not indefinitely hold back the forces of social progress. 

Of the three critics of capitalistic economics chosen here for de- 
tailed study, Henry George attacked the existing order because it 
increased want along with wealth; as a Jeffersonian idealist he 
wanted to establish economic justice by means of land reform. 
Brooks Adams, aristocrat and Puritan in the best sense of these 
terms, struck out against a rapaciously selfish capitalism in a Jere- 
mian effort to prevent the decline of the United States from its 
primacy as a world power. Thorstein Veblen, perhaps our most 
original economist, analyzed capitalistic precepts and practices with 
an ironic incisiveness that exposed their faults and fallacies and in- 
dicated their underlying weaknesses. 



HENRY GEORGE 

PROPHET OF HUMAN RIGHTS 


O ur professional economists, anxious to lift their studies to 
the high objective plane of the natural sciences, have dis- 
regarded Henry George as an uncruditc tamperer with 
matters which are their special concern. As a consequence most 
Americans who have heard of him associate his name only with a 
confiscatory and unworkable single-tax panacea. This has obscured 
the fact that his books once excited the imagination of millions and 
that his energetic crusading gave them a new vision and fresh hope. 
A familiarity with his work shows indeed that he had the greatness 
of soul to sublimate his early experience with grinding indigence 
into a passionate drive to obliterate want from the face of the earth. 
Without the advantages of a formal education, he evolved a philos- 
ophy of society, at once prophetic and melioristic, which has placed 
him among the pre-eminent social thinkers of our time. 

George was bom in Philadelphia on September 2, 1839, the sec- 
ond of ten children. His father was at one time a publisher of re- 
ligious books and later a clerk in the customs house, but he was 
never quite able to provide for his large family. Young George went 
to work before he was fourteen. Ambitious and restless, interested 
in ships like his grandfather before him, he sailed in 1855 as ^ ore ‘ 
mast boy on a voyage that took him to Australia and as far as India 
and back. When he returned to Philadelphia about a year later he 
obtained work in a printing shop, but his weekly earnings of two 
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dollars were wholly inadequate for the alert youth who had seen the 
world and knew of the high wages paid in California. The lure of 
the West gave him no peace, and before long he again went to sea, 
on a government ship bound for San Francisco. But conditions in 
that city had greatly deteriorated since the early years of the Gold 
Rush. There was no pot of gold at the end of the rainbow for the 
newcomer, but he was too young and too ambitious to feel discour- 
aged. Unable to find work, he joined some miners on their way to 
Fraser River in search of the precious metal. Again he met with dis- 
appointment, and after several months of futile effort he returned 
to San Francisco. Penniless and in debt, he was ready to take the 
first job that came his way, but there was no work of any kind avail- 
able in the city which a few years before had paid the highest wages 
in the world. 

Determined to improve himself, he read considerably and joined 
a reading circle. On July 21, 1859, he wrote to his sister Jennie: “ I 
try to pick up everything I can, both by reading and observation, 
and flatter myself that I learn at least something every day ” He 
was also beginning to dream of heaven on earth, and in a letter to 
his sister two years later he expressed his longing for the time 

when each one will be free to follow his best and noblest impulses, un- 
fettered by the restrictions and necessities which our present state of 
society imposes on him; when the poorest and meanest will have a 
chance to use all his God-given faculties and not be forced to drudge 
away the best part of his time in order to supply wants but little above 
those of the animal. 

All this time he was living hapazardly on odd jobs as a printer’s 
substitute, and he was never free of debt. His situation became 
more precarious when he fell in love with a young orphan from 
Australia, Annie Corsina Fox, and married her on December 4, 
1861. Shortly afterwards he found work in Sacramento and soon 
became the father of a son. Early in 1864 l° st ^is job and re- 
turned to San Francisco. Nothing seemed to come his way no mat- 
ter how hard he tried. “ I came, near starving,” he recalled years 
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later, “ and at one fime I was so close to it that I think I should 
have done so but for the job of printing a few cards which enabled 
us to buy a little corn meal. In this darkest time in my life my sec- 
ond child was bom/' So frantic was he on that particular day that 
he was ready to kill a man for five dollars if the latter had not given 
him the money voluntarily. A month later, greatly in debt and still 
without regular employment, he confided to his diary, “ Am in des- 
- perate plight. Courage/' 

Although George was able to improve his condition somewhat 
after 1865, and at times even lived in relative comfort, he never for- 
got the dreadful months of utter despair. He had long given up the 
dream of riches, but the memory of dire poverty kept him “ in 
perpetual disquiet ” and turned his mind to social problems. Grop- 
ing in the darkness of ignorance and inexperience, yearning to make 
the world a better place for his children to live in, keenly conscious 
of the fire in his heart and the power of his pen, he began to read 
voraciously and to practise writing at every opportunity. Lincoln's 
assassination moved him to express his admiration of the martyred 
President in two stirring editorials which were printed in A ltd Cali- 
fornia , the newspaper for which he was then a typesetter. The com- 
pletion of the first transcontinental railway gave him the occasion 
to write down the thoughts about land and wealth which had long 
been simmering in his mind. “ What the Railroad Will Bring," 
which appeared in Overland Monthly in 1868, stressed the idea 
that material progress was not necessarily beneficial to the people 
as a whole and that increased wealth tended to accentuate want. 

High wages and high interest were indications that the natural wealth 
of the country was not yet monopolized, that great opportunities were 
open to all. . . . Those who have land, mines, established business, 
special abilities of certain kinds, will become richer for it and find in- 
creased opportunities; those who have only their own labor will become 
poorer, and find it harder to get ahead — first because it will take more 
capital to buy land or get into business; and second, as competition re- 
duces the wages of labor, this capital will be the harder for them to 
obtain. 
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Here, in bare outline, George expressed the basic idea which he was 
a decade later to incorporate in Progress and Poverty. 

George was by this time an established journalist. His zeal for 
justice and his sharp pen made him at once known and notorious 
throughout California and prevented him from remaining long on 
one newspaper. He became preoccupied with civic affairs, and his 
editorials were charged with the indignation and zest of the aggres- 
sive reformer. Yet his deepest thought was reserved for the problem 
which in his view affected the very foundations of modem society: 
the simultaneous increase of wealth and want in a civilization ca- 
pable of providing the comforts of life to all mankind. In possession 
of a creative intelligence that perceived relationships where the 
ordinary mind saw only isolated events, he began to gather the evi- 
dence for those principles upon which a better society might be 
built. He recalled that, years before, a lot in San Francisco had 
doubled in price upon the arrival of a ship carrying supplies. He 
remembered what the old miner had told him about wages going 
down with the growth of population. In 1869, while in New York 
trying in vain to establish a news service in opposition to the Asso- 
ciated Press and Western Union, he felt the full impact of the kind 
of society he was determined to abolish: “ I saw and recognized for 
the first time the shocking contrast between monstrous wealth and 
debasing want/' Shortly after his return to California, while riding 
on horseback in the neighborhood of Oakland, he noticed that the 
completion of the railway had caused a land boom far outside of 
the urban limits. Land, previously of little worth, had been sub- 
divided into acre lots, and these were being offered at a thousand 
dollars apiece. “ Like a flash it came upon me that there was the 
reason of advancing poverty with advancing wealth/' 

His mind seethed with the discovery, but he was not yet prepared 
to formulate it. At this time Governor Haight, too honest a man 
to condone the land-grabbing of the railroads, decided to put an 
end to the corrupting machinations of the Central Pacific Railroad. 
He engaged George to edit the Sacramento Reporter and cam- 
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paigned for re-electidn on an anti-railroad platform. Central Pacific 
was more than a match for these two doughty warriors. It bought 
the Reporter , depriving George of his job, and paid for enough 
votes to swamp the recalcitrant governor. 

The experience gave George the proper impetus to express his 
views on land monopoly and its consequences. He was then wholly 
unfamiliar with the literature on the subject and did not know that 
the French Physiocrats and several individual thinkers in other 
lands had preceded him in the exposition of similar conclusions. 
Our Land and Land Policy , National and State , which he wrote 
and published in 1871, was a 48-page pamphlet presenting his solu- 
tion of the land problem. In sketchy outline the booklet explained 
the pertinent issues and proposals which he was later to discuss in 
persuasive detail in Progress and Poverty: the exhaustion of the na- 
tion’s public lands, the dependence of the laborer on land, the 
viciousness of land monopoly, and the need to socialize land by tax- 
ing its unearned increment to its full value. George sent copies to 
various men of prominence and was gratified by the response. 

In December 1871 he became editor and part owner of the newly 
established Daily Evening Post , the first newspaper in California to 
be sold for a penny — a coin not then in free circulation on the Pa- 
cific Coast. Its editorial page gave George opportunity to excoriate 
the abuses of privilege and to expound his economic ideas on the 
causes of poverty and land values. Although the daily was to be 
“ the organ of no faction, clique or party ” it came out for Greeley 
in the election of 1872, championed the cause of labor, and forced 
the prosecutions of political grafters and wealthy criminals. 

Late in 1875 the Post was sold and George was once again with- 
out a job. He did not, however, seek work on another newspaper. 
The urge to propound his economic views and social ideals gave 
him no peace. Since he had worked for Governor Irwin’s election 
he applied to him for a sinecure that would provide his family with 
bread and afford him the leisure to write. Early in January 1876 he 
was appointed state inspector of gas meters, a post that paid him 
a fee for each inspection and that therefore became less lucrative 
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as fewer meters were installed during the years of depression. This 
position he kept until he was deprived of it by the next governor — 
long enough to have enabled him to complete his great work. 

George now had his own well-stocked collection of books as well 
as access to several public and private libraries. To his mother he 
wrote on November 13, 1876: “I propose to read and study; to 
write some things which will extend my reputation, and perhaps 
to deliver some lectures with the same view. If I live I will make my- 
self known, even in Philadelphia. I aim high.” For all his eagerness to 
concentrate on his main task, he could not abstain from speaking his 
mind on the affairs of the day. No longer having access to an edito- 
rial page, he began to voice his views from the public platform. 
During the Hayes-Tilden campaign he became known as one of the 
best political speakers in California. While not a prepossessing fig- 
ure on the rostrum — he was a rather short, bald, untidy man with 
a reddish beard — he more than made up for this deficiency in the 
logic of his thought and the fervor of his delivery. 

The following March he was invited by the University of Cali- 
fornia to deliver a lecture on political economy. His friends on the 
faculty were hoping that he would be appointed to the first profes- 
sorship in this subject. But George was not the man who aimed to 
please. He spoke his mind with a frankness and an iconoclasm 
which precluded his consideration for the chair. Addressing him- 
self to the students, he insisted that the study of political economy 
required not so much teachers and textbooks as the ability to think 
straight and to the root of things. 

All this array of professors, all this paraphernalia of learning cannot 
educate a man. They can help him to educate himself. Here you may 
obtain the tools, but they will be useful only, to him who can use them. 
A monkey with a microscope, a mule packing a library, are fit emblems 
of the men — and, unfortunately, they arc plenty — who pass through 
the whole educational machinery and come out learned fools, crammed 
with knowledge which they cannot use — all the more pitiable, all the 
more contemptible, all the more in the way of real progress, because 
they pass, with themselves and others, as educated men. 
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Several months Biter he was the chief orator at San Francisco's 
celebration of Independence Day. Here was his opportunity to speak 
on the meaning of liberty — the subject dearest to his heart and 
he had prepared for it with exceeding care. His address was pol- 
ished, pointed, passionate. His apotheosis of liberty, rising to meta- 
physical loftiness, was no doubt beyond the grasp of his sweltering 
audience, and belongs more fittingly to the pages of Progress and 
Poverty where he later inserted it. But the people did not fail to 
appreciate his deep sincerity and his glowing praise of the principles 
upon which our republic had been founded. And not a few under- 
stood and applauded when he said: 

Wealth in itself is a good, not an evil; but wealth concentrated in the 
hands of a few, corrupts on the one side, and degrades on the other. 
No chain is stronger than its weakest link, and the ultimate condition 
of any people must be the condition of its lowest class. ... In the 
long run, no nation can be freer than its most oppressed, richer than its 
poorest, wiser than its most ignorant. 

In 1878, even while deeply engrossed in writing his masterpiece, 
he took the time not only to deliver two important lectures but also 
to campaign for political office. So overflowing was he with the 
theme of poverty and its abolition by means of taxing land values 
that it crept into everything he did. Even in his address on Moses — 
a fervent and highly finished piece of writing — he could not help 
reverting to it again and again: 

For all this wonderful increase in knowledge, for all this enormous 
gain in productive power, where is the country in the civilized world in 
which today there is no want and suffering — where the masses are not 
condemned to toil that gives no leisure, and all classes are not pursued 
by a greed of gain that makes life an ignoble struggle to get and to keep? 

The grievous depression of 1877 with its widespread suffering and 
sporadic labor strikes impelled George to begin the writing of Prog- 
ress and Poverty . He was then in debt again, his income from in- 
specting meters was dwindling, and he had to pawn his watch for 
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some ready cash; but the theme of his book had taken complete 
possession of him. For eighteen months he devoted most of his 
waking hours to the great task, and when the last page was finished 
he wept like a child at the thought of having accomplished his life's 
major work. He knew he had written a capital book and said so to 
his father and friends. To John Swinton, the New York reformer, 
he stated that it was “ the most important contribution to the 
science of political economy yet made." 

In any evaluation of Progress and Poverty it is important to re- 
member that the book was completed in i 879, when the Ricardian 
principles of political economy were still widely accepted, and that 
George was right in regarding Mill as the outstanding exponent of 
these principles. Nor should it be forgotten that George was wholly 
self-taught, that there were obvious lacunae in his knowledge of 
economic literature, and that he arrived at his doctrine deductively 
and philosophically. His aim was to demolish those principles 
which he believed false and detrimental to the welfare of mankind 
and to replace them with others which would explain the causes of 
poverty and the means of abolishing it. 

George began with the problem which had long tomiented him. 

Where the conditions to which material progress everywhere tends are 
most fully realized — that is to say, where population is densest, wealth 
greatest, and the machinery of production and exchange most highly 
developed — we find the deepest poverty, the sharpest struggle for ex- 
istence, and the most enforced idleness. 

Before he could come to grips with this basic problem, however, 
he felt compelled to clear away the theoretical obstacles which the 
economists before him had erected as valid reasons for the perpetual 
existence of poverty. Of these, the chief were the so-called iron law 
of wages and the Malthusian doctrine that population tends to in- 
crease faster than the means of subsistence. Familiar with some of 
the attacks made upon these theories by later economists, he pro- 
ceeded to disprove them anew with such irrefutable logic and slash- 
ing statement that nothing remained of them except the prejudices 
at their source. 
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In opposition tolhese pessimistic doctrines, which condemned 
the mass of mankind to a subsistence level and political economy to 
a state of hopelessness, George argued persuasively that man was 
an intelligent and ingenious creature and therefore able to meet 
any situation he might come up against. If laborers lived in want, 
it was not because their great number made the share of each in the 
available wages fund a mere pittance. This wages-fund theory, he 
pointed out, was a mere figment, since “ wages, instead of being 
drawn from capital, are in reality drawn from the product of the 
labor for which they are paid.” Nor had the Malthusian doctrine 
any basis in fact since, as lie proved by a forceful analysis of the 
theory of population, 4< the law of population accords with and is 
subordinate to the law of intellectual development, and any danger 
that human beings may be brought into the world where they can- 
not be provided for arises not from the ordinances of nature, but 
from social maladjustments that in the midst of wealth condemn 
men to want.” He asserted, moreover, that “ in a state of equality 
the natural increase of population would constantly tend to make 
every individual richer instead of poorer.” 

Having removed the negative obstacles which in his view ex- 
plained nothing and merely obscured the basic causes of poverty, 
George proceeded to examine the laws which govern the distribu- 
tion of wealth. Here he followed Ricardian economics fairly closely. 
Land included “ all natural opportunities or forces labor em- 
braced “ all human exertion,” being “ the active and initial force 
. . . the raw material of wealth capital consisted of “ wealth used 
to produce more wealth ” and therefore “ not a necessary factor 
in production,” since it must first be produced by labor before it be- 
came available. Rent from land was the price of monopoly and was 
44 determined by the excess of its produce over that which the same 
application can secure from the least productive land in use.” Con- 
sequently rent tended to increase as production increased and thus 
served to keep down wages and interest— a crucial factor in the 
distribution of wealth. 

His inquiry into the causes of the increase of rent disclosed that 
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the growth of population was not a basic cause, since rent ad- 
vanced even where population remained stationary. The true cause 
inhered in the private monopoly of land. For any increase in the 
production of wealth inevitably stimulated the demand for land — 
with a consequent rise in rent. The landlord thus tended to receive 
the greater share of this increased wealth, which in turn resulted in 
a maladjustment of wealth and recurrent economic depressions. 
As George summarized his finding: 

The great cause of the inequality in the distribution of wealth is in- 
equality in the ownership of land. The ownership of land is the great 
fundamental fact which ultimately determines the social, the political, 
and consequently the intellectual and moral conditions of a people. 

The remedy was to abolish the private ownership of land. Despite 
its radical implications, George found “ that nothing short of mak- 
ing land common property can permanently relieve poverty and 
check the tendency of wages to the starvation point.” To justify 
such drastic action against the present owners of land, he investi- 
gated the nature of property and concluded that “ there is a fun- 
damental and irreconcilable difference between property in things 
which arc the product of labor and property in land/' \yhile one 
was obtained by honest human effort and therefore had the sanc- 
tion of justice and equity, the other was originally seized by force 
and fraud and was indefensible. Moreover, the recognition of indi- 
vidual ownership of land 44 always has, and always must, as develop- 
ment proceeds, lead to the enslavement of the laboring class/' 
Justice therefore demanded that landowners be curbed and that the 
land be restored to the people as a whole . 44 When a title rests but 
on force, no complaint can be made when force annuls it. When- 
ever the people, having the power, choose to annul these titles, no 
objection can be made in the name of justice/' 

He next met the expected objection that the socialization of land 
was detrimental to its best use. He pointed out that the private 
ownership of land frequently blocked its improvement and use — 
the vacant lots in crowded urban centers and large estates in 
the country being obvious examples — while land held in common 
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was generally improved and used for the good of all. Having dem- 
onstrated the greater utility of land belonging to society over that 
owned by private individuals, he next discussed the most desirable 
method of abolishing the monopoly on land. To his mind neither 
nationalization nor confiscation was advisable. In order to disturb 
the status quo as little as possible, he was willing for the owners 
to retain the shell — provided they were deprived of the kernel. To 
this end he suggested a tax on the full value of the land, explaining 
that such a tax would not only help remove iniquity from society 
but would also suffice for all public needs and thus make all other 
taxes superfluous. 

What I propose, therefore, is the simple yet sovereign remedy, which 
will raise wages, increase the earnings of capital, extirpate pauperism, 
abolish poverty, give remunerative employment to whoever wishes it, 
afford free scope to human powers, lessen crime, elevate morals, and 
taste, and intelligence, purify government and carry civilization to yet 
nobler heights, is — to appropriate rent by taxation. 

Such a tax, bearing lightly on production, collected easily and 
cheaply, unshiftable, certain, and equitable, was in his belief not 
only the most just of all taxes but the only one bound “ to stimu- 
late industry, to open new opportunities to capital, and to increase 
the production of wealth/' 

George devoted the final section of Progress and Poverty to the 
law of human progress. He argued persuasively that economic dis- 
parities in civilization were due, not to differences in individuals, 
but to differences in social organization; that progress, stimulated 
by association, tended to be checked by the emergence of in- 
equality. “ Association in equality ” was therefore the law of prog- 
ress, and our own civilization, already showing signs of decay 
caused by inequality, must eliminate its social maladjustments if 
it was not to suffer the fate of earlier civilizations. Since the basic 
source of inequality lay in land monopoly, the taxation of land 
values would not only assure justice and equality to all men but 
would also provide fresh impetus toward greater progress. 
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The foregoing summary of the contents of Progress and Poverty 
gives but an indication of the book’s scope and purpose. Even now, 
nearly seventy years later, one cannot read it without being moved 
by its clear style, the cogency of its logical exposition, the prophetic 
vision of its social message. The work has its obvious limitations, 
and its proposed remedy may be impugned as unfair and inade- 
quate, but the reader cannot fail to be impressed by its high pur- 
pose and passionate sincerity. For the problem of poverty has 
continued to plague our civilization, and no other reformer has at- 
tacked it so fundamentally and so eloquently. Having felt its 
grievous effects to the despair of starvation, George perceived it as 
“ the open-mouthed, relentless hell which yawns beneath civilized 
society. ... For poverty is not merely deprivation; it means shame, 
degradation; the searing of the most sensitive parts of our moral 
and mental nature as with hot irons; the denial of the strongest im- 
pulses and sweetest affections; the wrenching of the most vital 
nerves.” It was to remove this social cancer from the body of man- 
kind that he wrote the book; and it was this high aim, expressed 
with compelling forcefulness, that inspired many of its multitude 
of readers to join him in the great effort. What appealed to them 
most was the simplicity of the remedy: no bloody revolution, no 
radical overthrow of government, no disruption of industrial enter- 
prise — only a change in taxation which would right a long-standing 
wrong. 

In an obvious sense Progress and Poverty was, as Parrington has 
indicated, George’s reaction to “ the policy of pre-emption, ex- 
ploitation, and progress of the Gilded Age.” In his own state of 
California lie witnessed grants of land to the railroad companies 
amounting to 16,387,000,000 acres, or sixteen percent of the total 
area. Also, within eighteen years of the first pre-emption act in 
1863, the state disposed of all its vast public lands. This misap- 
propriation of common property, with its consequent social malad- 
justments, struck fire in George’s heart and gave him no rest until 
he had exposed the wrong and pointed out the remedy. An even 
deeper purpose of the book was, in the words of Parrington, “ to 
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humanize and democratize political economy, that it might serve 
social ends rather than class exploitation/' For in George's day 
economists regarded poverty as “ the result of an inevitable law/' 
and thus sanctioned the grievous exploitation of the laborer as well 
as the ruthlessness of laissez-faire enterprise. As a genuine democrat 
he refused to accept such a “ law ” and expounded to his fellow 
men a glorious future: the identification of “ the law of social life 
with the great moral law of justice: a vision of progress without 
poverty, material enrichment based on equality, man rising to new 
spiritual heights/' 

Eastern publishers did not share George's opinion of the book 
and none would at first undertake to bring it out. It was only after 
a friendly printer in San Francisco had agreed to make a set of 
plates and run off an authors edition of five hundred copies that 
D. Appleton and Company were persuaded to use the plates for 
a trade edition. George sent a number of copies to leaders of pub- 
lic opinion in this country and abroad, and most of these responded 
promptly and appreciatively. The book sold very sluggishly, and 
the English publisher was able to dispose of only twenty copies 
during the first few months. 

Meantime George, considerably in debt and desperately in need 
of work, borrowed the fare to New York in the hope of finding 
employment on one of the city's newspapers. Failing in this effort, 
he undertook whatever odd jobs he came upon. His strong concern 
with the land problem caused him to interest himself in the current 
agitation against landlordism in Ireland. The Irish in New York 
welcomed him and engaged him to lecture on the land question. 
Ever ready with his pen, he decided to review the situation in Ire- 
land in the light of the universal land problem; and the resulting 
brochure, The Irish Land Question ( subsequently retitled The Land 
Question because of its general implications and conclusions), 
made him something of a hero among the Irish and led them to give 
the booklet wide circulation. This publicity reacted favorably on 
the sale of Progress and Poverty and induced many newspapers and 
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magazines in this country and in Great Britain to review the book 
seriously and at length. A five-column leader in the London Times 
helped the volume to spectacular popularity. Labor leaders, with 
Powderley of the Knights of Labor at their head, recommended the 
work enthusiastically to their followers. Cheap editions soon out- 
sold the most popular fiction. Before long everyone seemed to be 
reading and discussing Progress and Poverty, and George found 
himself famous. In Ireland and England, where he went as a cor- 
respondent for the New York Irish World in October 1881, he was 
widely acclaimed. 

This extraordinary enthusiasm for a book dealing radically with 
a fundamental social problem — around three million copies have 
been disposed of to date, a runaway record for a book in economics 
— greatly perturbed the academic guardians of the science of eco- 
nomics. In the judgment of these scholars, who were just then mak- 
ing a great effort to replace the theories of the Smith-Ricardo-Mill 
school with views consonant with the latest scientific principles, 
George’s indebtedness to that school stamped him as a lay meddler. 
His deliberate, almost evangelical fusion of economics with ethics 
struck them as rank heresy — being contrary to their painful at- 
tempts to divorce the two disciplines. His proposed remedy of tax- 
ing land values to the exclusion of all other taxes appeared to 
them unscientific, highly unjust, and, in view of its great popular 
appeal, dangerously demagogic. Alfred Marshall, soon to become 
their chief spokesman, and the dying Arnold Toynbee each tried 
to demolish the book in three analytical lectures; Herbert Spencer, 
Lord Bramwell, the Duke of Argyll, and practically all American 
economists scorned him as an ignorant intruder into their special 
field of knowledge. 

The socialists, in the 1880’s struggling for public attention, were 
likewise critical of George’s proposed remedy for the social mal- 
adjustment which they regarded as their special concern. They 
approved, of course, of his castigation of the existing order and 
sympathized with his desire to abolish poverty, but they insisted 
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that a tax on land values would affect only a fraction of the surplus 
value created by labor and could not therefore accomplish all that 
George claimed for it. They moreover disparaged what they con- 
sidered his misunderstanding of the nature of capital and his rejec- 
tion of the doctrine of the class struggle. His remedy, they con- 
tended, might suffice for the primitive agricultural society, in which 
land was the “ primary, all-inclusive element,” but was wholly in- 
adequate in our era of monopolistic industrialism. When Karl Marx 
was given a copy of Progress and Poverty, he looked it through and 
remarked that it was “ the capitalists’ last ditch.” 

Ironically enough, George was largely responsible for the rise of 
socialism in England, which he had visited at an opportune time. 
Most of the liberal and labor intellectuals of the discontented 
1880’s, who later gravitated towards socialism, crowded first to his 
standard. “ Henry George,” wrote John A. Hobson, “ may be con- 
sidered to have exercised a more directly formative and educative 
influence over English radicalism of the last fifteen years [1882- 
1897] than any other man.” 

George, in turn, was quite contemptuous of socialism, and re- 
garded Karl Marx as “ a most superficial thinker, and entangled 
in an inexact and vicious terminology.” The American reformer was 
indeed a genuine individualist, a product of the eighteenth-century 
equalitarianism. Thomas Jefferson was his patron saint, and the 
Declaration of Independence his revered Decalogue. In an address 
in Baltimore on “The Democratic Principle” he stated: “Our 
belief is that of Thomas Jefferson; our aim is his aim and our hope 
his hope.” He regarded the doctrines of natural law and natural 
rights as sacrosanct and argued that even if these rights had no 
actual historical basis, they were so obviously the higher goal of 
human striving that one should work for their realization as a mat- 
ter of simple justice. He assumed that a true understanding of 
natural laws would lead to the establishment of equality and justice 
and bring society to a state of blessedness. His theory of reform, as 
expounded in Progress and Poverty, was based upon these moral 
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principles and was thus 44 but the carrying out in letter and spirit 
of the truth enunciated in the Declaration of Independence — the 
4 self-evident * truth that is the heart and soul of the Declaration — ■ 
4 That all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these rights are 
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness ! f " 

His great book having initiated a social movement, George be- 
came acutely conscious of his responsibilities as the prophet of 
social reform. The popularity of The Irish Land Question made it 
possible for him to visit Great Britain, and he took advantage of 
the opportunity to preach his philosophy in that country. The en- 
thusiasm of the growing host of British admirers was balm to his 
soul, and he was glad in the course of the next few years to make 
several missionary excursions to England. 

When George returned to New York after his first trip, he had 
already acquired an international reputation. The bounty of one of 
his admirers and his success as a lecturer and writer at last freed 
him from the drag of poverty. A whole-hearted believer in educa- 
tion, he took every opportunity to apply his philosophy to problems 
of current interest. Again and again he lectured before labor and 
other groups on the cause and cure of social maladjustments. Since 
politicians were then advocating tariffs as a means of raising wages, 
he exposed their pretenses and indicated the true source of higher 
wages. 

He interrupted this work, however, when Frank Leslie's Illus- 
trated Newspaper, eager for a feature to counterbalance Professor 
W. G. Sumner's articles in Harper's Weekly, asked him to write a 
series of thirteen essays on 44 Problems of the Times." These dis- 
cussions he revised and expanded into a book which he published 
in 1883 under the title of Social Problems. In essence a popular 
application of his land doctrine to current questions, its central 
thesis was that 44 at the root of every social problem lies a social 
wrong." Most essential in righting these wrongs was a just distri- 
bution of wealth, which he defined as follows: 
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To secure to each the free use of his own power, limited only by the 
equal freedom of all others; to secure to each the full enjoyment of his 
own earnings, limited only by such contributions as he may be fairly 
called upon to make for purposes of common benefit. 

Since men now lacked such economic justice, he argued, they be- 
haved like hungry hogs before a pail of swill; with wealth justly dis- 
tributed, men would behave everywhere with the ease and grace 
of those seated at a banquet table. Moreover, without economic 
justice, political democracy remained a myth. 

Democratic government in more than name can exist only where wealth 
is distributed with something like equality — when the great mass of 
citizens are personally free and independent, neither fettered by their 
poverty, nor made subject by their wealth. 

This equality, he insisted, could be attained only by the land re- 
form — truly “ the greatest of social revolutions/' He declared that 
our great material development necessitated a higher moral stand- 
ard. 

Civilization, as it progresses, requires a higher conscience, a keener sense 
of justice, a warmer brotherhood, a wider, loftier, truer public spirit. 
Failing these, civilization must pass into destruction. . . . For civiliza- 
tion knits men more and more closely together, and constantly tends to 
subordinate the individual to the whole, and to make more and more 
important social conditions. 

While in the British Isles in 1883, addressing large audiences un- 
der the auspices of the Land Reform Union, he was attacked by 
the Duke of Argyll in an article, “ The Prophet of San Francisco/' 
published in Nineteenth Century. This titled critic termed George 
a “ Preacher of Unrighteousness ” because of his uncompromising 
attitude towards landowners. On his return to New York the 
“ Prophet of San Francisco ” composed a reply, published in the 
same periodical, which slashed to shreds the Duke's argument that 
landlords have a right to the monopolistic use of their land regard- 
less of the manner in which it was originally acquired or of the na- 
ture of property in land. 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE DISSIDENT ECONOMISTS 

George next devoted himself to writing his book on the tariff 
problem. So popular had he become by this time that he was able 
to obtain $3000 for several of the finished chapters of Protection or 
Free Trade , and this money enabled him to publish the volume 
during the summer of 1886. The work had a tremendous circula- 
tion, owing largely to the efforts of Tom L. Johnson, who had be- 
come converted to George's views. In 1890 Johnson, then in Con- 
gress, succeeded, with the aid of several fellow Congressmen, in 
placing the entire contents of the book in the Congressional Rec- 
ord. Hundreds of thousands of copies were sent to constituents 
of these and other members of Congress, and the total distribu- 
tion, including various cheap editions, exceeded two million copies. 

Protection or Free Trade contains some of George's most lucid 
writing and is undoubtedly one of the clearest and most cogent 
discussions of free trade ever published. In it he argued from gen- 
eral principles to the logical conclusion that not only was protection 
based on a fallacy but that genuine free trade involved the abolition 
of all tariffs and taxes and led to the confiscation of land values. 
He attacked the prevailing tariffs as a hidden tax on labor, “ the pro- 
ducer of all wealth as conducive to “ corruption, evasion, and 
false swearing as antagonistic to “ improvements in transporta- 
tion and labor-saving devices." In brief, “ the restrictions which 
protection urges us to impose upon ourselves are about as well cal- 
culated to promote national prosperity as ligatures, that would im- 
pede the circulation of the blood, would be to promote bodily health 
and comfort." Protection, moreover, could not be of more than 
temporary benefit to any class of producers except monopolists be- 
cause of the fact that competition within a country tended to keep 
profits to a common level. 

George asserted that the principle of free trade derived from the 
right of each man to the full produce of his labor. Consequently, 
to insure this right, free trade required “ the sweeping away of all 
tariffs . . . the abolition of all indirect taxes of whatever kind . . . 
as well [as] all direct taxes on things that are the produce of labor." 
There remained only the taxes on ostentation and land values. To 
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justify the land tax Ceorge reiterated the ethical argument for the 
common ownership of land. 

Land in itself has no value. Value arises only from human labor. It is 
not until the ownership of land becomes equivalent to the ownership 
of laborers that any value attaches to it. And where land has a specula- 
tive value it is because of the expectation that the growth of society will 
in the future make its ownership equivalent to the ownership of laborers. 

From a moral standpoint, therefore, 

Property in land is as indefensible as property in man. It is so absurdly 
impolitic, so outrageously unjust, so flagrantly subversive of the true 
right of property, that it can only be instituted by force and maintained 
by confounding in the popular mind the distinction between property 
in land and property in things that are the result of labor. 

George was opposed, however, to the nationalization of land. 
He believed that “ all men have equal rights to the use and enjoy- 
ment of the elements provided by Nature,” and that any form of 
communism must interfere with these rights. He criticized the so- 
cialists for not thinking the matter through — asserting that their 
views were “ a high-purposed but incoherent mixture of truth and 
fallacy.” To him any dependence on government for the insurance 
of justice and equality was shortsighted so long as mankind was 
dominated by greed and force. 

All schemes for securing equality in the conditions of men by placing 
the distribution of wealth in the hands of government have the fatal de- 
fect of beginning at the wrong end. They presuppose pure government; 
but it is not government that makes society; it is society that makes gov- 
ernment; and until there is something like substantial equality in the 
distribution of wealth, we cannot expect pure government. 

In 1886 George was invited by the united labor unions of New 
York to become their candidate for mayor. He had not thought of 
entering politics, and had made definite plans for a lecture tour 
and for the publication of a weekly journal of opinion; but when 
the labor leaders, who hoped. to capitalize on his popularity, met 
his stipulation by obtaining thirty thousand bona fide signatures, 
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he decided to enter the campaign. To a friend he wrote: “ If I do 
go into the fight, the campaign will bring the land question into 
practical politics and do more to popularize its discussion than 
years of writing would do.” 

It was the first election in New York to be fought on social issues. 
George gave no quarter and attacked his rivals with all his forensic 
power, speaking as often as twelve and fourteen times daily. His 
opponents, Abram S. Hewitt and young Theodore Roosevelt, took 
full advantage of the fact that he was backed by radical groups and 
asserted that the horrors of the French Terror would seem mild 
in comparison with the hell that would be let loose by George's 
election. The Catholic hierarchy likewise opposed his candidacy 
and brought about the excommunication of the Rev. Edward Mc- 
Glynn when he insisted on speaking in George's favor. When the 
votes were counted, Tammany emerged victorious — but only be- 
cause its henchmen had thrown many George ballots into the East 
River. George himself was gratified by his large vote and believed 
that the land question had become a political issue. His position 
in the campaign was well stated by his eldest son: 

Rather than a seeker for office, he was a man with a mission, preaching 
the way to cast out involuntary poverty from civilization. Rather than a 
politician ready to pare away and compromise, he pressed straight for 
equality and freedom, and in a breath-taking way struck at the ignorant 
prejudices of his own followers as sharply as at those of his fiercest 
antagonists. 

Several days after the election he spoke encouragingly to a large 
gathering of his followers. “ It is not the end of the campaign," he 
assured them, “ but the beginning. We have fought the first skir- 
mish ” The following year he ran as candidate for Secretary of State 
and campaigned across the state with unabated zeal. But his unwill- 
ingness to compromise alienated the socialists and brought about 
the disruption of the tenuously united labor party. The final vote 
for George was disappointingly small, and both the candidate and 
his labor backers decided they had had enough of politics. 
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Immediately afterthe mayoralty election George began to organ- 
ize the staff for his long-projected weekly newspaper, The Standard , 
and employed such experienced journalists as William T. Croas- 
dale and Louis F. Post. The first issue appeared on January 8, 
1887, and because it was devoted to the flagrant case of Father 
McGlynn it achieved a circulation of 75,000 copies; subsequently it 
maintained a level of about 25,000 copies. During its five years of 
existence The Standard was very actively concerned with the re- 
forms of the day. George's pungent editorials put him in the fore- 
front of political journalism. The weekly also sponsored and de- 
voted much space to the Anti-Poverty Society, which was headed 
by Father McGlynn and which aimed to spread the doctrine that 
“ God has made ample provision for the need of all ” and that 
poverty is caused by man-made laws. In 1890, however, shortly 
after his return from a triumphant but exhausting tour of Australia 
by way of Europe, George suffered a mild stroke. Thereafter the 
periodical declined, and in August 1892 it ceased publication. 

A sojourn in Bermuda helped George to recover at least the ap- 
pearance of health. He at once began to work on a book that would 
round out his principles of political economy and establish his doc- 
trine on a philosophical foundation firm enough to withstand all the 
assaults of his academic opponents. The following remark in a let- 
ter written on April 28, 1891 suggests that, despite his insistence 
to the contrary, he was very sensitive to their criticism: " How per- 
sistent is the manner in which the professors and those who esteem 
themselves the learned class ignore and slur me; but I am not con- 
scious of any other feeling about it than that of a certain curiosity.” 

As was the case with his two other major works, he interrupted 
his efforts on his new book in order to attend to controversial mat- 
ters of more immediate importance. Pope Leo XIIFs encyclical 
letter on "The Condition of Labor,” while criticizing all radical 
means of improving the lot of labor, appeared to George to aim its 
shafts particularly at the theories of land reform. His reply* extending 
to about 25,000 words, politely and modestly analyzed the Pope's 
fallacious reasoning and reaffirmed the sound Christian basis of 
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his own doctrine. He submitted that, because the essence of reli- 
gion was equality before God, “ the social question is at bottom a 
religious question.” Consequently his economic remedy was offered 
“ not as a cunning device of human ingenuity, but as a conforming 
of human regulation to the will of God.” He also elaborated upon 
the justness and advantages of the tax on land values. And, while 
he joined the Pope in condemning the “ forcible communism ” of 
the socialists, he asserted that in his view “ voluntary com- 
munism might be the highest possible state of which man 
can conceive.” 

George's vehement attack on Herbert Spencer was occasioned by 
the latter's presumed apostasy from the views on the land question 
which he had expressed in Social Statics . This book, published in 
1850, was one of the seminal studies of the nature of property in 
land. George had come upon it at the time when he was first strug- 
gling with the problem, and its forceful logic had helped him to 
formulate his conclusions. George sent Spencer a copy of Progress 
and Poverty , but received no acknowledgment. Two years later, 
when they met in London, Spencer's defense of the Irish land- 
lords irritated the American. Then came the controversy between 
Spencer and his critics in which the author of Social Statics virtually 
repudiated his own book and merely confused the issue by his 
effort to differentiate between absolute and relative ethics. This 
was followed by a new edition of the book, with the disputed chap- 
ter on land entirely omitted and the sections on property revised 
to accord with the author's later views. Since this recantation was 
not accompanied by an offer of new evidence but rested upon a re- 
interpretation of the original premise, George concluded that his 
one-time mentor had committed intellectual treason. 

A Perplexed Philosopher , published in 1892, while bitter and 
almost scurrilous in the sections dealing with Spencer's apostasy, 
presents an incisive review of the latter's treatment of the land 
problem and a critical analysis of synthetic philosophy. By way of 
illustration George reiterated his own belief in Jeffersonian de- 
mocracy. 
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The sphere of government begins where the freedom of competition 
ends, since in no other way can equal liberty be assured. But within this 
line I have always opposed governmental interference. I have been an 
active, consistent and absolute free trader, and an opponent of all 
schemes that would limit the freedom of the individual. I have been a 
stauncher denier of the assumption of the right of society to the pos- 
sessions of each member, and a clearer and more resolute upholder of 
the rights of property than has Mr. Spencer. I have opposed every 
proposition to help the poor at the expense of the rich. 

However, while he held “ the rights of property to be absolute, he 
insisted that land values lacked the rights inherent in the produce 
of labor. As a concrete example of this distinction he pointed out 
that “ if the population and business of London could be trans- 
ported to a newly risen island in the Antipodes, land there would 
become as valuable as land in London now; and that, though all 
improvements were to be left behind, the value of land in London 
would disappear.” Since land values were created by society and not 
by individual labor, the inequity arising from the individual own- 
ership of land might be removed without doing violence to the 
rights of legitimate property. 

So far from the destruction of those spurious and injurious rights of 
property which have wound around the useful rights of property, like 
choking weeds around a fruitful vine, being calculated to injure that 
respect for property on which wealth and prosperity and civilization de- 
pend, the reverse is the case. 

These interruptions over, George returned to his work on The 
Science of Political Economy , which he did not live to complete 
and which his eldest son edited and published in 1898. His primary 
aim was to “ put the ideas embodied in Progress and Poverty in the 
setting of a complete economic treatise, and without controversy.” 
He wanted to relate the science of political economy to all human 
activity, to make clear the principles deriving from nature and 
affecting the life of man. He began with the familiar axiom that 
“ men seek to gratify their desires with the least exertion,” and 
broadened it into a fundamental law: 
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This disposition of men to seek the satisfaction of their desires with the 
minimum of exertion is so universal and unfailing that it constitutes 
one of those invariable sequences that we denominate laws of nature, 
and from which we may safely reason. It is this law of nature that is the 
fundamental law of political economy. 

From this central principle he developed the scientific structure of 
our modem economic society into which he fitted every aspect 
of economic life. He restated and amplified his views on the nature 
of land and labor, wealth and capital, production and distribution. 
He stressed “ the distinction between the productive power derived 
wholly from nature, for which its term is land, and the productive 
power derived from human exertion, for which its term is labor/' 
Value was determined by labor but measured by effective demand; 
“ thus it is not exchangeability that gives value, but value that gives 
exchangeability." Wealth he defined as “ the embodiment or stor- 
age in material form of action aiming at the satisfaction of desire, 
so that this action obtains a certain permanence." Capital “ is but 
a part of wealth, differing from other wealth only in its use, which 
is not to satisfy desire, but indirectly to satisfy desire, by associating 
in the production of other wealth." Consequently wages were paid 
not out of capital but out of the product of labor, and interest be- 
came the wages of capital. Production was obtained by means of 
adapting, growing, and exchanging — their importance being in the 
order given. “ Production and distribution are in fact not separate 
things, but two mentally distinguishable parts of one thing — the 
exertion of human labor in the satisfaction of human desire." Money 
he defined as the common medium of exchange used in any time 
and place. 

From the point of view of the rising generation of economists, 
who stressed data and facts rather than standards and values, the 
book was out of date before it was published. They therefore ig- 
nored it in their teaching and thus prevented it from exerting any 
influence on the subsequent development of economic theory. 
Despite this neglect, however, the work remains a milestone in 
American economic thought. It was the most ambitious undertak- 
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ing attempted by an American up to that time and it towers as a 
contribution to the understanding of how men make their living. 
For George did not limit himself to the mechanics of economic 
activity, but sought to discover the causes of social maladjustments 
as well as their remedy — the establishment of equality and justice 
as the guiding principles of society. It was indeed this prophetic 
vision plus his remarkable ability as a writer of lucid prose that, 
all his limitations notwithstanding, give his major books the stamp 
of greatness. 

In 1897, while devoting to his writing all the time that his pre- 
carious health would permit, he again received a call to become 
candidate for mayor of New York City, this time from the “ Party 
of Thomas Jefferson/' The appeal of duty was irresistible. He knew 
that the liberal groups had no other man around whom they could 
unite, and he could not fail them. Nor was he unaware of the stim- 
ulus his election would give to the cause to which he had devoted 
his life. When the doctors warned him that the rigors of the cam- 
paign would probably prove fatal, he answered: “ IIow could I do 
better than die serving humanity? Besides, so dying will do more 
for the cause than anything I am likely to be able to do in the 
rest of my life." For a while the excitement of the campaign seemed 
to invigorate him, but after three weeks of strenuous exertion he 
began to show signs of collapse. On October 28, five days before 
the election, he found himself unable to go on after his fourth 
speech. Fatigued and overworked, he died that night of a stroke 
of apoplexy. 

New York was genuinely shocked by the tragedy. For the mo- 
ment the election was forgotten. The loss of one of its greatest citi- 
zens completely overshadowed the normal activities of the metrop- 
olis. More than a hundred thousand mourners filed past George’s 
bier, and an equal number, unable to enter the building, crowded 
the streets near by. A vast funeral procession followed the body to 
the City Hall and across Brooklyn Bridge to the cemetery/No other 
private citizen had ever received greater tribute from his fellow 
New Yorkers. 
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There are a number of things about Henry George's land doc- 
trine with which one might disagree. Essentially, any social remedy 
that depends upon a single factor is almost certain to fail. While 
the tax on land values might have been of paramount importance 
in an agrarian economy, in a more complex society it can be con- 
sidered only in association with other factors. One may doubt 
whether the common ownership of land can by itself give man the 
full produce of his labor in a monopolistic industrial society. For it 
is hardly true that the landlord now victimizes both the laborer and 
the capitalist; the latter himself is frequently a landlord and is, in 
any event, too powerful for anyone's exploitation. Thus a Henry 
Ford or a Du Pont is neither subject to the landlord's exaction nor 
at the mercy of a tax on land values. In this respect Karl Marx was 
more realistic in regarding ground rent as merely “ a portion of 
the surplus value produced by industrial capital." 

In considering the practicality of the single tax one must take into 
account the nature of the opposition. While George justified his 
remedy on moral grounds — at least to the satisfaction of his ad- 
mirers — he disregarded the powerful opposition of the wealthy 
landlords and made little effort to mollify the small farmer who 
could not help fearing a confiscatory tax on the means of his live- 
lihood. This shortcoming becomes all the more glaring when it is 
remembered that, although the farmers a half-century ago were a 
far more potent element of our population than the urban laborers, 
George concentrated his attention upon the grievous lot of the 
latter group. 

It is not at all strange to find the professional economists dis- 
daining George's land doctrine as the teaching of an untrained 
and confused layman. Even the more liberal insisted that economics 
was, like all sciences, descriptive and correlative and not normative 
and evaluative. In their view his reliance on the old, classical theory 
invalidated his writings. Certain aspects of his economic thought 
are no doubt open to criticism and have been dealt with by some 
of his discerning disciples. Yet his work taken as a whole places him 
in the very forefront of American economic thinkers. His system 
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of political economy Is, for all its flaws and “ unscientific ” empha- 
sis, an original and positive formulation of a body of principles 
which has been condemned as a whole or in part by a number of 
the keenest academic minds but invalidated by none. And while 
the remedy of the single tax has failed to make its impress upon 
society, the philosophy underlying it has withstood the attacks of 
the acutest critics. 

George's greatness, however, lies not in his originality as a politi- 
cal economist but in the combination of broad social vision with a 
passionate concern for the welfare of mankind. The love of liberty 
and equality spurred him to probe deeply into the causes of poverty 
and to discover the means for its alleviation. He had the oppor- 
tunity to see, in the words of George Bernard Shaw, “ in a single 
lifetime the growth of the whole tragedy of civilization from the 
primitive first clearing," and the creative intelligence to make use 
of this experience in arriving at a true understanding of the nature 
of society. He perceived that “ the poverty which in the midst of 
abundance pinches and imbrutes men, and the manifold evils which 
flow from it, spring from a denial of justice"; that the source of 
poverty lies in the private monopoly of land; that economic equal- 
ity was the essential criterion of true progress. He therefore preached 
that men 

must have liberty to avail themselves of the opportunities and means 
of life; they must stand on equal terms with reference to the bounty of 
nature. Either this, or Liberty withdraws her light! Either this, or dark- 
ness comes on, and the very forces that progress has evolved turn to 
powers that work destruction. This is the universal law. This is the 
lesson of the centuries. Unless its foundations be laid in justice, the 
social structure cannot stand. 

These are the words of a prophet. And his voice in behalf of 
righteousness rang out around the world, and many men blessed 
him while others scorned him. He became the protagonist of the 
rights of man — his one lapse in connection with the Haymarket 
anarchists was caused by misunderstanding — and he fought for 
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them with all his mind and all his heart. John Dewey no doubt had 
in mind this combination of prophetic vision and passionate cru- 
sading when he stated: 44 It is the thorough fusion of insight into 
actual facts and forces, with recognition of their bearing upon what 
makes human life worth living, that constitutes Henry George one 
of the world's great social philosophers." 



BROOKS ADAMS 

JEREMIAN CRITIC OF CAPITALISM 


T he recent reissue of Brooks Adams’s The Law of Civiliza- 
tion and Decay , with a long and illuminating introduction 
by Charles A. Beard, is tardy recognition of a work of semi- 
nal significance. Published over a half-century ago, it was one of the 
first efforts by an American scholar to study the roots of Western 
civilization in order to discover the basic law which governed the 
movement of society and to which mankind must pay heed if it was 
to escape catastrophe. Although the book was received with greater 
favor, both in England and in this country, than the author had an- 
ticipated — and Theodore Roosevelt’s discerning analytical review 
in The Forum was very gratifying to him — it made little impress 
upon the thought of his contemporaries. Nor was this surprising. 
The work appeared during the heated bimetallist controversy and 
was at once branded by the “ gold-bugs” as a defense of silver. Its 
larger implications were overlooked by both factions, and the lead- 
ing Brahmins of his own state of Massachusetts scorned the author 
as the last and least worthy of the captious Adams tribe. 

Yet this youngest son of Charles Francis Adams was in some es- 
sential respects the most original and profound member of that 
highly distinguished family. His great-grandfather and grandfather 
had been Presidents of the United States; his father had been the 
extraordinarily capable minister to Great Britain during the crucial 
period of the Civil War; the leading men of England and America 
were the intimate friends of his family. He himself was in every 
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respect a true Adams. He grew up intensely proud of his heritage, 
and pride of family spurred his keen intelligence. Nor was it mere 
conceit. He and his brothers more than justified their acute sense 
of self-importance. In the words of the late Professor Parrington: 
44 Intellectually curious, given to rationalism, retaining much of the 
eighteenth-century solidity of intellect and honest realism, refus- 
ing to barter principles for the good will of men, the Adams line 
produced no more characteristic offshoots than came in the fourth 
generation/’ But the defects of personality were equally prominent. 
According to James Russell Lowell, 44 the Adamses have a genius 
for saying even a gracious thing in an ungracious way.” From the 
very first the family had always been prone to dramatize themselves. 
They had put themselves in leading positions, for which their in- 
tellects and their pride well fitted them, but which they had not 
the resolution to maintain. In debate and in their writings they were 
ever ready to exaggerate the hostility of their opponents. Misun- 
derstanding, injurious to most men’s pride, appeared also to flutter 
the pride of the Adamses. As if to conceal an innate shyness, they 
usually appeared brusque, often arrogant. None of the exception- 
ally able sons of Charles Francis Adams would deign to fit himself 
to the political hurly-burly of the post-Civil War decades; proud 
and disdainful men, and natural dissenters, they all turned from 
the making of history to writing about it. 

Brooks, born in 1848, was a thoroughbred Adams. He was certain 
of his high intellectual capacities; he was driven by an acute social 
conscience and tormented by extreme shyness, as much the prig as 
his brother Henry. Both of them, according to the latter, 44 were 
used to audiences of one ” — and suspicious of the motives of others. 
Brooks resented not being a member of the ruling class to which 
he belonged by right of birth, and he scorned those in power for 
their egregious lack of social responsibility. Brought up by a father 
whose puritanic severity had made his sonj’ childhood monotonous 
and dreary, to the end of his life Brooks took things very much to 
heart and became zealous for the sanctity of truth and justice. As 
his brother Henry wrote to him in 1910: “ I have known you for 
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sixty-odd years, and since you were a baby I've never known 
you when you weren't making yourself miserable over the fail- 
ings of the universe. It has been your amusement, and a very 
good one” 

Following the family tradition, Brooks studied at Harvard and 
became a lawyer. Jealous of his considerably older brothers and 
wishing to make his way unaided, he opened an office for himself 
and for eight years he waited for a practice that failed to materi- 
alize. It was not that he was deficient as a lawyer; his knowledge 
of the law in time became immense. Nor was he handicapped by 
an aristocratic scorn for material success; indeed, the idea of failure 
was wormwood to his inflated vanity. The truth was that even less 
than his brothers was he able to adapt himself to the grasping and 
often unscrupulous ways of his thriving contemporaries. He could 
no more truckle to clients than stoop to the deceitful tricks of his 
profession. It was not surprising therefore that his adherence to an 
ideal integrity soon gained him a reputation for eccentricity. 
“ Brooks," wrote his brother Henry some years later, “ irritated too 
many Boston conventions ever to suit the atmosphere." And to a 
friend he confided: “Brooks is too brutal, too blatant, too em- 
phatic, and too intensely set on one line alone, at a time, to please 
any large number of people." 

If Brooks never became a denizen of the marketplace, he was 
quick to note the principles and practices of those who dominated 
it. To his puritanic mind these practices were the abominations of 
Baal. He shuddered to think that the leading men of the state 
which his fathers had cradled and preserved had forfeited their 
spiritual birthright in the mad scramble for wealth. Before long 
State Street became to him, even more than to the other Adamses, 
the symbol of all that was crass and iniquitous. The more he de- 
tested this crassness, however, the more his mind became preoccu- 
pied with it, and he struggled with it during the remainder of his 
life even as the orthodox Puritan contended with sin. Having early 
inherited from his maternal grandfather enough money to keep 
him in comfort to the end of his days, he decided in 1881 to close 
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his law office and to devote himself to his favorite study of eco- 
nomic history. 

The next forty-odd years of his life — he died in 1927 — were out- 
wardly uneventful to a singular degree. He married in 1889, traveled 
abroad a good deal, and taught law at Boston University from 1904 
till he was dismissed for his dangerous ideas in 1911. Reading and 
writing were his chief occupations. His few friends delighted in 
conversing with him but usually rejected his ideas as eccentric. The 
following comment by Justice Holmes is characteristic of this atti- 
tude: “ I have found him more suggestive than almost anyone, gen- 
erally with propositions which I don't believe." 

Toward the end of his days he sometimes felt the need of spir- 
itual certainty. Proud dissenter that he was, he once stood up in the 
Stone Church at Quincy and, in the manner of his Puritan fore- 
fathers, made public profession of his faith: “ Lord, I believe, help 
thou mine unbelief." But his prayer was of little avail. To the last 
he was too honest with himself to nurse a faith which was not in 
him. 

Brooks Adams first turned to the history of the early years of his 
native state in order to trace the transference of power from the 
priesthood to the merchant class. An enterprising Boston publisher 
heard of his project and contracted for the publication of the manu- 
script. In 1886, after years of intense research and hard thinking, 
he completed his work on The Emancipation of Massachusetts . 
The book aroused considerable controversy, and was damned and 
praised with equal promptitude. It was in truth an iconoclastic ap- 
praisal of our Colonial past — one of the first histories to treat per- 
sons and events with the critical objectivity of the scholar rather 
than with the gloss of the sentimental chronicler. He thus struck 
a body blow against the time-honored prejudices that had per- 
vaded historical writing up to that time. “From that day," his 
friend W. C. Ford testified, “ the filiopietistic school of history was 
laughed out of court." 

If documentary evidence formed its basis, the book throbbed 
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with passion for freedom of thought. Shocked to find that there 
had been so much cruelty, persecution, and greed in the early life 
of Massachusetts, Brooks unfolded the terrible record with relent- 
less severity. He had nothing but scorn for a clergy who had per- 
verted the Puritan Commonwealth — child of the Reformation 
and predicated on the assertion of the freedom of the mind — into 
a “ cesspool of iniquity ” more intolerable than the one they had 
fled. Nor had he anything to retract when he issued a new edition 
some thirty years later, regretting only the “ acrimonious tone ” of 
certain passages. 

For the rule of the clergy in early Massachusetts resembled all 
other clerical exercises of temporal power. 

The power of the priesthood [Brooks declared] lies in submission to a 
creed. In their onslaughts on rebellion they have exhausted human tor- 
ments; nor, in their lust for earthly dominion, have they felt remorse, 
but rather joy, when slaying Christ’s enemies and their own. The horrors 
of the Inquisition, the Massacre of St. Bartholomew, the atrocities of 
Laud, the abominations of the Scotch Kirk, the persecution of the 
Quakers had one object, — the enslavement of the mind. 

In chapter after chapter Brooks described in factual detail how, 
in the fanatic pursuit of conformity, the Puritan clergy and elders 
cruelly persecuted Anabaptists, Quakers, women accused as witches, 
and religious liberals — basing their criminal code on Pentateuch 
law and turning their parishioners into neurotic censors and vin- 
dictive zealots. Although the life of the Puritan Commonwealth 
was allegedly based on the freedom of worship, “ this great and 
noble principle is fatal to the temporal power of a priesthood, and 
during the supremacy of the clergy the government was doomed 
to be both persecuting and repressive/' Indeed, the petty state was 
“ ruled by an autocratic priesthood whose power rested upon legis- 
lation antagonistic to English law," and “ the elders clung obsti- 
nately to every privilege which served their ends, and repudiated 
every obligation which conflicted with their ambition." • 

The leaders are drawn to life. Governor Winthrop, John Cot- 
ton, the Mathers — these and numerous others Brooks quoted to 
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their own condemnation as cruel and conceited bigots. Increase 
Mather was pictured as having “ an inordinate love of money and 
flattery/' as a preacher who “ delighted to blazon himself as Christ's 
foremost champion in the land." And of his son Cotton's pious at- 
tempts to justify the burning of witches, Brooks remarked: “It is 
not credible that an educated and a sane man could ever have hon- 
estly believed in the absurd stuff which he produced as evidence of 
the supernatural." Father and son were quoted at length on their 
opposition to Leverett's appointment to the presidency of Harvard, 
and only after reading their epistles to Governor Dudley and their 
diary notations can one appreciate Brooks's satisfaction in their 
final discomfiture: “ But these venomous priests had tried their 
fangs upon a resolute and able man. Dudley shook them off like 
vermin." 

The Boston Brahmins never forgave Brooks Adams for his scath- 
ing portrayal of their Puritan ancestors. But he was ready for the 
role of Ishmael, and disdained the society of those whom he did 
not respect. He had the stimulating companionship of his wife, his 
brothers, and friends like Holmes and Ford, and he had no desire 
for more. His researches in the field of religion had greatly exer- 
cised his imagination and provided him with intimations of the 
nature of civilization, and these he was determined to develop. He 
began to read history backwards and to examine the elements of 
social organization, from period to period, from modern times to 
the darkness of antiquity. He also traveled in those countries which, 
once civilized, had since relapsed into barbarism or insignificance. 
Everywhere he gathered material and gained new impressions; 
everywhere he studied the relation between man and his environ- 
ment. On his return home to Quincy, he was ready to organize his 
newly gained information and note the result. 

When Henry Adams came to spend the summer of 1893 in 
Quincy he found Brooks absorbed in bringing his conclusions on 
the nature of civilization into coherent form. The two brothers 
gave many hours to comparing views and clearing up points on 
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which they differed. 'Xfter Henry had read the first version of his 
brother's manuscript he noted: 

Brooks had discovered or developed a law of history that civilization 
followed the exchanges, and having worked it out for the Mediterranean 
was working it out for the Atlantic. Everything American, as well as 
most things European and Asiatic, became unstable by this law, seeking 
new equilibrium and compelled to find it. Loving paradox, Brooks, with 
the advantages of ten years’ study, had swept away much rubbish in the 
effort to build up a new line of thought for himself, but he found that 
no paradox compared with that of daily events. The facts were con- 
stantly outrunning his thoughts. The instability was greater than he cal- 
culated; the speed of acceleration passed bounds. 

That winter and the following year Brooks worked hard on the 
revision of his manuscript. When he submitted the finished version 
to Henry, the latter assured him that it was much improved and 
ready for publication. Being essentially a timid man, however, 
Henry not only refused to have the book dedicated to him but 
warned his brother not to publish it if he had any thought of tak- 
ing part in public life. "The book is wholly, absolutely, and exclu- 
sively yours. Not a thought in it has any parentage of mine. Not 
only am I not in it, but it is strongly contrary to my rigid rules of 
conduct. ... I do not care to monkey with a dynamo. If you 
choose to do it, well and good! ” Brooks was not in the least intimi- 
dated. He would state the truth as he saw it, come what may. In 
reply he wrote: 44 So be it. I have no ambition to compete with 
Daniel Webster as the jackal of the vested interests. And, as for 
me, I am of no earthly importance. I had rather starve and rot and 
keep the privilege of speaking the truth as I see it, than of holding 
all the offices that capital has to give from the presidency down- 
ward/' 

The Law of Civilization and Decay was first published in Eng- 
land in 1895. The rcv * se d American edition appeared a year later, 
and the enlarged French version was brought out in 1899. Essen- 
tially, the thesis of the book is that human society oscillates 44 be- 
tween barbarism and civilization ” or moves 44 from a condition of 
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physical dispersion to one of concentration that civilization is the 
product of such social concentration; and that society is constantly 
moving from barbarism to civilization and back again to dispersion 
and barbarism. Moreover, the velocity of this social movement is 
proportionate to its energy and mass, and its centralization is 
proportionate to its velocity. Thus the greater the acceleration, the 
greater the centralization. A corollary of this formula pertained to 
the conspicuous roles played by man's two basic drives, fear and 
greed, during the different periods of civilization. 

In the early stages of concentration, fear appears to be the channel 
through which energy finds the readiest outlet; accordingly, in primi- 
tive and scattered communities, the imagination is vivid, the mental 
types produced are religious, military, artistic. As consolidation ad- 
vances, fear yields to greed, and the economic organism tends to super- 
sede the emotional and martial. . . . When surplus energy has ac- 
cumulated in such bulk as to preponderate over productive energy, it 
becomes the controlling social force. Thenceforward, capital is auto- 
cratic, and energy vents itself through those organisms best fitted to 
give expression to the power of capital. In the last stage of consolida- 
tion, the economic, and, perhaps, the scientific intellect is propagated, 
while the imagination fades, and the emotional, the martial, and ar- 
tistic types of manhood decay. ... At length a point must be reached 
when pressure can go no further, and then, perhaps, one of two results 
may follow: A stationary period may supervene, which may last until 
ended by war, by exhaustion, or by both combined, as seems to have 
been the case with the Eastern Empire; or, as in the Western, disinte- 
gration may set in, the civilized population may perish, and a reversion 
may take place to a primitive form of organism. 

To demonstrate the validity of this thesis, Brooks traced in vivid 
detail the development of European civilization from the earliest 
times to the end of the nineteenth century. His brilliant observa- 
tions illumined as much the dark recesses of human nature as the 
law itself. His study of the rise and decline of the various centers of 
population revealed the similarity of the elements of growth and 
decay in each instance. In the Christian era, with which the book 
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is most concerned, ttoe fall of Rome initiated a period of decentrali- 
zation which lasted a thousand years — a millennium during which 
men, motivated by the fear of the invisible, yielded to the rule of 
the organized clergy. 

The power of the imagination, when stimulated by the mystery which, 
in the age of decentralization, shrouds the operations of nature, can be 
measured by its effect in creating an autocratic class of miracle-workers. 
Between the sixth and the thirteenth centuries, about one third of the 
soil of Europe passed into the hands of the religious corporations, while 
the bulk of the highest talent of the age sought its outlet through 
monastic life. 

With the development of trade and science, however, fear gave 
way to greed. Commerce and skepticism have always gone hand 
in hand, and in time they brought about the Reformation, the 
separation of church and state, and the supremacy of the moneyed 
classes. The merchants and traders, once they began to accumulate 
wealth, refused to give it up to the Church. Soon there arose among 
them those who argued that certain sacred writings, which could 
be consulted without fee, were an effective substitute for the in- 
numerable costly fetishes and masses. This deification of the Bible, 
while it resulted in enormous savings to the mercantile class, led 
to the disintegration of the Church as a temporal power and to the 
subsequent confiscation of ecclesiastical property in all Protestant 
countries. England, having gone farthest along the path of concen- 
tration, best illustrated this passing of power from the monk to the 
merchant. The Tudors plundered the churches and monasteries to 
strengthen the Crown and to fill their coffers. The clergy, reduced 
to an adjunct of the civil power, were granted salaries in order to 
inculcate obedience to the Crown and to break their allegiance to 
Rome. 

Perhaps, in all modern history, there is no more striking example of 
the rapid and complete manner in which, under favorable circum- 
stances, one type can supersede another, than the thoroughness with 
which the economic displaced the emotional temperament, in the 
Anglican Church, during the Tudor dynasty. 
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From the Reformation to the revolution of 1688 England was 
ruled by “ a comparatively few great landed families, forming a 
narrow oligarchy which guided the Crown.” The decline of Spain 
and the conquest of India in the eighteenth century opened the 
stores of gold and silver of these two countries to the plunder of 
venturesome Englishmen and enabled them to make London, 
through the Bank of England, the world's center of economic enter- 
prise. The extension of credit — “ the chosen vehicle of energy in 
centralized societies ” — spurred the exploitation of mechanical in- 
ventions as a means towards greater capitalistic production. The 
merchant adventurers, “ bold, energetic, audacious,” were quick to 
take full advantage of the natural and fortuitous opportunities 
which the emergent industrial revolution opened to them, and 
from 1688 to 181 5 they ruled England as capably and as aggressively 
as the landed oligarchy had before them. So successful, however, 
were they in the accumulation of wealth that the mass of their 
riches became a force which brought the modern bankers into 
being. 

With the advent of the bankers, a profound change came over civiliza- 
tion, for contraction began. Self-interest had from the outset taught 
the producer that, to prosper, he should deal in wares which tended 
rather to rise than to fall in value, relatively to coin. The opposite in- 
stinct possessed the usurer; he found that he grew rich when money 
appreciated, or when the borrower had to part with more property to 
pay his debt when it fell due, than the cash lent him would have bought 
the day the obligation was contracted. 

Early in the nineteenth century the bankers established the gold 
standard. This permitted an inelastic currency to rise in value with 
the expansion of trade, and the bankers exploited this advantage 
to their great gain. As creditors they had little difficulty in wresting 
economic control from the debtor industrialists. 

Another corollary of the law of civilization was the relative na- 
ture of law itself. “ Law is merely the expression of the will of the 
strongest for the time being, and therefore laws have no fixity, but 
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shift from generatidh to generation/' At each stage of civilization 
the class in power always sought to perpetuate itself by means of 
legislation. When the imagination was vivid and fear held sway 
over the minds of men, ecclesiastical law prevailed. As trade devel- 
oped and competition sharpened, the merchants, more interested 
in sales than in salvation, sought to enact 44 civil codes for the en- 
forcement of contracts and the protection of the creditor class/' 
With the further acceleration of society, the bankers emerged in 
control and adopted legislation to suit their special ends. Law, 
therefore, had always favored the group in power and was changed 
with each social mutation. 

When The Law of Civilization and Decay was published in 1895, 
its provocative ideas and original concepts were obscured by the au- 
thor's views on the then embittered silver question. Few men knew 
of its appearance and fewer took the trouble to read it. But the 
keener minds who did read it were quick to appreciate its suggestive 
qualities. Justice Holmes, Brooks's shrewd and skeptical friend, read 
the book as soon as he received it and at once wrote to his friend Sir 
Frederick Pollock in England: 

I only received it two days ago but read it in a flash. It is about the most 
(immediately) interesting history I ever read. . . . It hardly strikes me 
as science but rather as a somewhat grotesque world poem, or sym- 
phony in blue and gray, but the story of the modern world is told so 
strikingly that while you read you believe it. 

Theodore Roosevelt's appreciative, if patronizing, review in The 
Forum , while disapproving strongly of Brooks's political and eco- 
nomic radicalism, frankly admitted that the volume was 44 a marvel 
of compressed statement " and 44 a distinct contribution to the phi- 
losophy of history." However one-sided the author's discussion 
sometimes became and however melancholy were his conclusions, 
both contained truths which no thinking man could deny. And 
Adams's deep sympathy equaled his strong prejudices. 44 Through 
the cold impartiality with which he strives to work merely as a re- 
corder of facts," Roosevelt declared, 44 there break through now and 
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then flashes of pent-up wrath and vehement scorn for all that is mean 
and petty in a purely materialistic, purely capitalistic, civilization/' 
For obvious reasons Henry Adams was the chief admirer of his 
younger brother's book. He referred to it again and again in his cor- 
respondence. He spoke of it as “ a great book," and added caustic- 
ally: “ Luckily our society is too far gone in Byzantium to under- 
stand how great it is, so it will not need notice." To Brooks he wrote 
that the thesis of the volume might be stated in the fewest possible 
words as follows: 

All Civilization is Centralization. 

All Centralization is Economy. 

Therefore all Civilization is the survival 
of the most economical (cheapest). 

On another occasion he stated: “ Your economical law of History 
is, or ought to be, an Energetic Law of History. Concentration is 
energy, whether political or industrial." 

That Henry was influenced in his thinking by a study of Brooks's 
book is obvious to anyone familiar with his later work. As Professor 
Beard puts it: “ A comparison of Henry's writings before 1893 with 
his writings after that year shows that during the period 1893-1899 
he acquired certain fundamental conceptions of history, explicit in 
The Law , which subsequently bulked large in his historical thought 
and writing. Of the fact there can be no doubt." Nor was Henry 
averse to acknowledge this indebtedness. In a letter to Brooks about 
the time the book was first published he wrote: 

That it must have a strong and pennanent effect on the treatment of 
history, and probably on politics as a science, I cannot doubt; but it may 
be slow and devious. All I can say is that, if I wanted to write any book, 
it would have been the one you have written. 

The truth is that the brothers had independently adopted nearly 
parallel lines of thought as to the development of civilization, and 
that each had influenced the other in the refinement of their final 
conclusions. 
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To the end of hislife Brooks Adams continued his study of the 
flux of civilization. Having completed the final version of The Law 
of Civilization and Decay , he began to investigate the principles of 
modern economic concentration. He had just witnessed the sudden 
emergence of the United States as a world power, and he wanted 
to ascertain whether or not this crucial transference of economic 
power proved the validity of his theory of civilization. America's 
Economic Supremacy and The New Empire , collections of essays 
published in 1900 and 1902 respectively, present his considered 
findings on this point. 

His chief interest in these essays was the problem of the trans- 
mission of energy from one center of concentration to another. He 
traced the development of the main trade routes of the past and in- 
dicated their controlling effects upon the flow of social activity. 
Decades before the appearance of Spengler’s work on the decline 
of Western civilization, Brooks demonstrated the constant move- 
ment of power and empire from east to west, from south to north, 
until they had gone half around the earth and had at the turn of 
the twentieth century established themselves in the United States. 
After considering all the available information, he concluded that 
the centers of concentration had developed in places containing an 
abundance of food and useful metals, and that when these means 
of wealth were depleted the seat of power migrated to a more suit- 
able location — sometimes at the cost of a social cataclysm. “ Most 
of the greatest catastrophes in history/' he stated in the preface to 
America's Economic Supremacy , “ have occurred because of the 
instinctive effort of humanity to adjust itself to changes in the con- 
ditions of life, wrought by the movement from point to point of the 
international centre of empire and wealth." In this connection it 
should be mentioned that he was among the first to stress the value 
of geopolitics for social theory: “ I am convinced that neither his- 
tory nor economics can be intelligently studied without a constant 
reference to the geographical surroundings which have affected dif- 
ferent nations." 

His general survey of the great movement of empire from one 
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center of concentration to. another was preparatory to his detailed 
analysis of the economic conditions in Europe during the final 
quarter of the nineteenth century. His examination of the status 
of the leading nations led him to conclude that France, as a conse- 
quence of her defeat by Prussia, had definitely entered a phase of 
eclipse; that Germany, for all her explosive energy, lacked the re- 
sources for world dominance. Of Russia he was less certain. A vast 
country potentially capable of great economic development, it 
could only be impelled in that direction by “ a social reorganization 
which will put her upon a cheaper administrative basis/' In the 
light of what has actually occurred, his clear-sightedness was truly 
noteworthy: “ What a social revolution in Russia would portend 
transcends human foresight but probably its effects would be felt 
throughout the world/' In his view England, having maintained 
the scat of power and empire for more than a century, began to 
decline about 1870. His sojourn in England convinced him that its 
people were exerting less initiative, less energy; they were depend- 
ing too much on the income from their colonies, and indulgence was 
causing them to become mentally sluggish. 

At the turn of the century, Brooks observed, the ascending curve 
of economic power in the United States was clearly evident. In 
every field of major industrial endeavor American enterprise and 
American capital dwarfed the efforts of competing countries. What 
impressed him most forcefully about this transfer of the seat 
of energy was the extraordinarily accelerated velocity of its migra- 
tion. 

The phenomenon is not new, as similar perturbations have occurred 
from the earliest times; its peculiarity lies in its velocity and its propor- 
tions. A change of equilibrium has heretofore occupied at least the span 
of a human lifetime, so that a new generation has gradually become 
habituated to the novel environment. In this instance the revolution 
came so suddenly that few realized its presence before it ended. Never- 
theless, it has long been in preparation, and it appears to be fundamen- 
tal, for it is the effect of that alteration in mental processes which we 
call the advance of science. 
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It is not surprising that Brooks regarded the rapid rise of his na- 
tive land to economic supremacy with grave apprehension. He 
knew well the type of men who headed the gigantic corporations 
and huge banking establishments, and did not trust them. Aware 
also that prosperity made men blind to all signs of adversity, he 
could not help fearing that the cupidity of our business leaders 
would hasten the migration of economic power from our shores to 
the next seat of concentrated energy across the Pacific — Japan. 
“ Supremacy/' he reflected, “ has always entailed its sacrifices as 
well as its triumphs, and fortune has seldom smiled on those who 
besides being energetic and industrious, have not been armed, or- 
ganized, and bold." 

The problem of America's destiny acutely perturbed Brooks 
Adams for years on end. The prospect greatly depressed him. In an 
article published in 1910 in The Atlantic Monthly he said: 

Within the last decade, step by step and very reluctantly, I have been 
led to suspect that not only the tranquility of life, but the coherence 
of society itself, may hinge upon our ability to modify, more or less 
radically, our methods of thinking, and, as I tend toward this conclu- 
sion, I look at these questions more seriously. 

The fate of Rome had taught him that the cost of centralization 
was very high and tended to engulf any civilized nation which 
could not meet it with freshly created wealth and self-controlled 
energy. It was the latter function that worried him so far as the 
United States was concerned. “ We are abundantly inventive and 
can create wealth, but we cannot control the energy which we liber- 
ate. Why we fail is the problem which perplexes me." Continuing 
his study of the greatly accelerated velocity of our economic con- 
centration, and observing closely the type of mind of our leading 
businessmen, he came gradually and unwillingly to believe that, 
unless we direct our energy more wisely, “ the expaijsion of the 
social core within would induce an explosion which we call a revo- 
lution." 
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In 1913 he published the result of this reflection and research in 
a collection of essays entitled The Theory of Social Revolutions . 
His main thesis was that our intensely centralized society required 
exceptional administrative capacity, and that our present ruling 
class, the capitalists, were psychologically incapable of coping 
with the complex problem of democratic government and must be 
replaced with men able to adapt themselves to modern conditions. 
Two things should be noted at the outset: he presented the proposi- 
tion not as a law but as a theory, and by social revolution he meant 
not the violent deposition of a sovereign government but an active 
phase in the evolution of society. Such a revolution, he explained, 
had occurred, on the average, once in every two generations since 
the rise of industrialism about 1760. "Every advance in applied 
science has accelerated social movement, until the discovery of 
steam and electricity in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
quickened movement as movement had never been quickened be- 
fore.” In his judgment we were, in 1913, on the verge of another 
such radical change, and he wrote the book to make clear the dan- 
gers ahead and to stress the need for intelligent direction. This ex- 
position and indictment were his salient contribution to the attack 
upon trusts and bankers that characterized the decade in which the 
essays were written. 

His analysis of our complex economic system, which occupies a 
good part of the volume, was detailed and incisive, if oversimplified. 
He declared that moneyed capital — “ stored human energy, as a 
coal measure is stored solar energy ” — had become extremely fluid 
and compressible and lent itself to monopolized control. As a con- 
sequence “ in a community like the United States, a few men, or 
even, in certain emergencies, a single man [he had in mind J. P. 
Morgan in the financial crisis of 1908], may become clothed with 
various of the attributes of sovereignty” without the sovereign's 
responsibilities. Especially reprehensible was the misuse of monopo- 
listic privileges for private gain. Thus throughout history roads have 
been the responsibility of the state and cared for in one way or an- 
other in the interests of all. The railroads, in our industrial era e$- 
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sentially the roads o? commerce, are in this country privately owned 
and exploited for the benefit of their manipulators at the expense of 
the public. The capitalist, he maintained, “ is too specialized to com- 
prehend a social relation, even a fundamental one like this, beyond 
the narrow circle of his private interests.” A variety of other func- 
tions, which in the past were either monopolized by the community 
or carried on by competitive individuals, had in our time been taken 
over by powerful trusts and manipulated to their special advantage. 

Since 1871, while the area within which competition is possible has 
been kept constant by the tariff, capital has accumulated and has been 
concentrated and volatilized until, within this republic, substantially 
all prices are fixed by a vast moneyed class. This mass, obeying what 
amounts to being a single volition, has its heart in Wall Street, and per- 
vades every corner of the Union. 

Brooks Adams's indictment of these capitalists is thorough and 
severe. He delineated them as a crass, greedy, unprincipled, and 
antisocial body of men without vision or the capacity for communal 
leadership, clinging selfishly to the economic power thrust upon 
them by the sudden and fortuitous change in social concentration. 

The modern capitalist not only thinks in terms of money, but he thinks 
in terms of money more exclusively than the French aristocrat or lawyer 
ever thought in terms of caste. . . . He may sell his services to whom he 
pleases and at what price may suit him, and if by so doing he ruins men 
and cities, it is nothing to him. He is not responsible, for he is not a 
trustee for the public. 

To illustrate the capitalist's obtuseness, Brooks pointed to his scorn 
for the very laws upon which his security depended. 

In spite of his vulnerability, he is of all citizens the most lawless. He 
appears to assume; that the law will always be enforced, when he has 
need of it, by some special personnel whose duty lies that Way, while he 
may evade the law, when convenient, or bring it into contempt, with 
immunity. 
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An even more glaring deficiency, in Brooks's opinion, was the 
capitalist's failure to rise above his sordid position as the exploiter 
of money and men and become a benefactor of mankind. Not that 
Brooks did not regard him as a consciencious man. More than 
earlier dominant types, however, the capitalist tended to become 
overspecialized and insensitive to his environment. Thus, while in 
the past the great soldiers and priests had often been famous states- 
men also, Brooks was unable to discover one capitalist in English 
and American history of great merit as a statesman. 

Certainly, so far as I am aware, no capitalist has ever acquired such in- 
fluence over his contemporaries, as has been attained with apparent 
ease by men like Cromwell, Washington, or even Jackson. 

Brooks's analysis of modern economic society led him to conclude 
that the capitalist class, having in the past — like all ruling groups — 
served its social purpose while advancing along the path to power, 
like them had become stricken with fatuity upon reaching the crest. 
Yet if the civilization which that class had developed was to cohere, 
it 

must have a high order of generalizing mind, — a mind which can grasp 
a multitude of complex relations, — but this is a mind which can, at 
best, only be produced in small quantity and at high cost. Capital has 
preferred the specialized mind and that not of the highest quality, since 
it has found it profitable to set quantity before quality to the limit 
which the market will endure. ... It is hard to resist the persuasion 
that unless capital can, in the immediate future, generate an intellec- 
tual energy, beyond the sphere of its specialized calling, very much in 
excess of any intellectual energy of which it has hitherto given promise, 
and unless it can besides rise to an appreciation of diverse social con- 
ditions, as well as to a level of political sagacity, far higher than it has 
attained within recent years, its relative power in the community must 
decline. 

He had not the slightest doubt that the capitalist class would 
neither succeed in developing the intelligence and the ability with 
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which to perpetuate itself nor submit peacefully to the group des- 
tined to supplant it. He feared, therefore, that the resulting struggle 
for power would be as fierce and formidable as all previous similar 
contests, since “ the rise of a new governing class is always synony- 
mous with a social revolution and a redistribution of property/' 

Brooks was equally outspoken in his censure of the politico-eco- 
nomical nature of our court system. He anticipated J. Allen Smith 
and Charles A. Beard in demonstrating the class bias of our Consti- 
tution and the special interpretation given to it by lawyers elevated 
by the group in power. A profound student of our legal develop- 
ment, he presented a wealth of irrefutable evidence to prove not 
only that our federal courts function politically but that this char- 
acter was given to them deliberately at the beginning of our na- 
tional existence. At the time of the Constitutional Convention this 
compromise had seemed the only feasible solution of the conflict 
between the frail federal republic and the jealous and obstinate 
states. 

As a consequence of this basic adjustment, the courts, presided 
over by men who wished to use them (in the words of The Feder- 
alist) as “ a barrier to the encroachments and oppressions of the 
representative body," have arrogated to themselves the right to con- 
trol the political branches of the government. Thus, 

under the American system the Constitution, or fundamental law, is ex- 
pounded by judges, and this function, which, in essence, is political, 
has brought precisely that quality of pressure on the bench which it has 
been the labor of a hundred generations of our ancestors to remove. 
On the whole the result has been not to elevate politics, but to lower 
the courts to the political level. 

It was his belief that our courts tended to become legislative cham- 
bers and a menace to order. 

This propensity in the court system irritated Brooks as much as 
any other deficiency in our national life. He argued that “ a court 
should be rigid and emotionless ” and that any attempt on the part 
of judges to use the courts to control legislation must result in dis- 
aster. 
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When plunged into the vortex of politics, courts must waver as do legis- 
latures, and nothing is to me more painful than to watch the process 
of deterioration by which our judges lose the instinct which should warn 
them to shun legislation as a breach of trust, and to cleave to those gen- 
eral principles which permit of no exceptions. 

To prove his point he analyzed numerous decisions, from that of 
Marbury vs. Madison down, in which the judiciary had interfered 
with the will of Congress in favor of a special class. It was his con- 
viction that a society organized under the modern industrial condi- 
tions which have created trusts and monopolies in the manufacture 
and distribution of the essentials of life cannot indefinitely be 
administered under an outmoded code of law. 

Law is the frame which contains society, as its banks contain a river; 
and if the flow of a river be increased a thousandfold, the banks must 
be altered to correspond, or there will be a flood overwhelming in pro- 
portion to the uncontrollable energy generated. . . . Courts, I need* 
hardly say, cannot control nature, though by trying to do so they may, 
like the Parliament of Paris, create a friction which shall induce an 
appalling catastrophe. 

Anxious that the nation should circumvent the danger confront- 
ing it, eager to see justice done and truth prevail, Brooks was wrath- 
ful at the thought that those best able to accomplish this end were 
instead selfishly bolstering the status quo. Of a family of lawyers 
and himself a profound student of law, he excoriated the limited 
and rigid mentality of the legal practitioners who were more inter- 
ested in benefiting their clients — and hence themselves — than in 
upholding the laws of the land; men who employed their ingenuity 
and cunning in behalf of capitalists bent on sordid aggrandizement. 
It was these lawyers, he argued, who had deliberately turned the 
Constitution into a fetish, as if it had “ some inherent and marvel- 
lous virtue by which it can arrest the march of omnipotent Nature/' 
in order to make it a bulwark against the efforts of social reformers 
to adapt the existing economy to changing conditions for the bene- 
fit of the people as a whole. 
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Brooks Adams was the first American economic historian to 
occupy himself with the basic problem of our industrial civiliza- 
tion: how to adjust contemporary society to the ever-increasing 
velocity of economic concentration. The more he observed the 
effect of our economy upon the mass of mankind, the more he was 
persuaded that capitalism must either develop a greater social intel- 
ligence or be superseded by a ruling group able to cope with the 
strains and stresses of scientific centralization. Only thus could we 
avoid an internal explosion and remain the world's seat of energy. 
Believing that every ruling class was struck blind once it passed the 
zenith of its development, he was full of foreboding: 44 1 am full of 
gloomy fears/' he wrote to W. C. Ford in 1897. * I do n °t know 
where we are going, nor do I see any light ahead. There seems to 
me to be no headway on the ship, and that we are going on the 
rocks. I hope I may be wrong." Further study of our economy and 
our politics as they functioned at the turn of the century only inten- 
sified his fears. 

It is easy to dismiss his admonitions as the alarms of a disgruntled 
pessimist, as some have done, or to decry his indictment of capital- 
ism as the arraignment of a deluded socialist. Brooks Adams was 
neither. True, he had the temperament of a Jeremiah. Influenced 
by the scientific speculation of his day, he came to the conclusion 
that society was 44 an organism operating on mechanical principles/' 
and that without an understanding of these principles we were no 
better than novices tinkering with a complex machine. His deter- 
minism became more rigid with the years. In 1919, in his introduc- 
tion to Henry's The Degradation of the Democratic Dogma , he 
wrote: 

I learned, as a lawyer and as a student of history and economics, to look 
on man, in the light of the evidence of unnumbered centuries, as a 
pure automaton, who is moved along the paths of least resistance by 
forces over which he had no control. 

* 

This pessimistic attitude, however, was merely the negative aspect 
of his passion for social justice, of his devotion to truth. Motivated 
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in all his thinking by an acute puritanic conscience, he was impelled 
to rise in wrath against the crassness, the selfishness, and the greedi- 
ness which characterized so many dominant capitalists of his genera- 
tion. If he generalized too freely and if his conclusions were at times 
too sweeping, his basic analysis of tendencies is as valid today as it 
was when first made. Indeed, his original and acute intellect per- 
ceived trends and relationships long before they became apparent to 
his contemporaries. It took the cataclysm of two world wars to bring 
home the truth of his assertion that capitalistic civilization had 
failed to devolp the intelligence necessary to cope effectively with 
the velocity of scientific centralization. 

In his criticism of our capitalistic society Brooks was of course on 
the side of the socialists. He was familiar with much of their think- 
ing and sympathized with their economic interpretation of history. 
His brother Henry, who disliked the popular implications of social- 
ism but was convinced of “ the logical necessity for society to march 
that way/’ in 1899 indicated to him the similarity between his 
view of history and that of Karl Marx. 

The Marxian theory of history I take to be the foundation of yours: 
that is, when you assert an energy always concentrating, you assert econ- 
omy as the guiding force, and the acceleration of mass and motion as 
consequence of accelerating economy — and reciprocally reacting. The 
assertion of the law of economy as the law of history is the only contri- 
bution that the socialists have made to my library of ideas. 

Yet Brooks had too keen and unequivocal a mind to absorb the 
ideas of another uncritically. If he agreed with the socialists in im- 
portant respects, he was too definitely an individualist and an intel- 
lectual aristocrat to join them in any of their activities. 

Politically he was, if anything, in the words of his favorite 
brother, “ a Jeffersonian Jacksonian Bryonian democrat ” and a 
sincere admirer of George Washington, “ the whole man/’ Yet he 
was not an uncritical exponent of laissez-faire democracy. In his in- 
troduction to The Degradation of the Democratic Dogma he 
accused democracy of deifying competition — “ preaching it as the 
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highest destiny and true duty of man ” — and thereby encouraging 
an unbridled capitalism. It was this worm at the heart of democ- 
racy that had brought disappointment to his grandfather John 
Quincy Adams and to liberals in later years who fell victims “ to 
that fallacy which underlies the whole theory of modern democ- 
racy — that it is possible by education to stimulate the selfish 
instinct of competition, which demands that each man should 
strive to better himself at the cost of his neighbor, so as to coincide 
with the moral principle that all should labor for the common good/' 
From this standpoint, if his brother’s nomenclature is translated 
into contemporary usage, Brooks might be termed a left-wing New 
Dealer. Essentially, however, he was a true descendant of the 
Adamses who had helped mightily to give our nation its present 
democratic character. 
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ICONOCLASTIC ECONOMIST 


O ne of our foremost social thinkers, deeply interested in 
man’s welfare, Thorstein Veblen never crossed the periph- 
ery of American life. One of our most original economists, 
providing new leads in basic theory for an entire generation, he was 
at best merely tolerated in the universities in which he taught and 
received neither the advancement nor the honors commensurate 
with his contributions to knowledge. A stylist of extraordinary 
power, a phrase-maker of remarkable felicity, a master of ironic in- 
direction, he produced books that are little read because he is re- 
puted to be a ponderous and prolix writer. 

Nor did Veblen ever seek the leadership that was his by virtue of 
his acutely original mind. There was indeed something perverse in 
his character which led him to intensify his peculiarities and to 
conceal his feelings under a mask of impassive aloofness. Outwardly 
he appeared indifferent to friends, uninterested in his students, and 
unconcerned with the world around him. Except to a few intimates 
he seemed nearly always companioned by loneliness and mastered 
by silence. It was only in his writings that his towering intellect 
found free scope; there his pointed irony punctured the inflated 
fallacies of our business economy. His analyses of the capitalistic 
structure show that breadth of perception and critical acumen 
which have made him unique among modern economists. 

The fact that Veblen was a “ Norskie ” at a time when Norwe- 
gians were still the butt of popular humor goes far to explain the 
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aloof and alien aspects of his character. He was born in 1857 on a 
frontier farm in Wisconsin, one of twelve children of a Norwegian 
immigrant, and reared in a Minnesota Norwegian settlement which 
clung to its native tongue and custom. Very early, conscious of his 
intellectual precocity and eager to excel his older brothers, he made 
himself the “ oddest ” of the Veblens; he kept a good deal to him- 
self, read much, defended unpopular causes, and gave the impres- 
sion of being conceited. 

He spoke almost no English until he entered Carleton College 
Academy at the age of seventeen. This linguistic handicap only 
accentuated his uncouth appearance and prejudiced his classmates 
against him. To compensate his vanity he exercised his sardonic 
humor at their expense, which only alienated them the more. Nor 
was his social status improved when he began his collegiate studies 
three years later. He was already twenty, eager to make the world of 
knowledge his own, and he was impatient with the puerile interests 
of the other students. Only Ellen Rolfe, niece of the president and 
equally a misfit, befriended him; only John Bates Clark, then one 
of his teachers, perceived and praised his acute mind. Like so many 
other bright, eccentric college youths, he read widely, pondered 
deeply, and made his mark on the campus as a critic of conven- 
tional conceits and defender of liberal ideas. In his last year at Carle- 
ton he not only did the work of two years but found the time to 
read George's Progress and Poverty and to keep up with develop- 
ments in the agrarian Populist movement. 

After teaching for a year at the parochial Monona Academy in 
Wisconsin, he decided to join his older brother Andrew in gradu- 
ate study at Johns Hopkins. Dissatisfied with its system of peda- 
gogy, he transferred to Yale University in order to study philosophy 
under its eminent president, the Reverend Noah Porter. During 
the next two and a half years Veblen plowed through several fields 
of advanced knowledge and impressed his teachers with his intel- 
lectual perceptions. In 1884, shortly before he was graduated as a 
doctor of philosophy, he won the $250 John A. Porter prize for the 
best English essay on the problems of a federal tax surplus. 
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Veblen was now twenty-seven years old and exceptionally well 
qualified to teach philosophy and kindred subjects. But no college 
wanted him. For all the enthusiastic letters of recommendation 
from his eminent teachers, college presidents shied away from him. 
They did not want him for two very good reasons: he was not a 
doctor of divinity — the degree was then almost a prerequisite to 
the teaching of philosophy — and he was a Norskie suspected of 
agnosticism. 

His disappointment was intense. It embittered him to see less 
able men obtain desirable posts while he was not even considered. 
He returned to his parents' farm a self-confessed failure, sick in 
body and soul. But he persisted in his wide reading and in his search 
for a teaching position. Four years later, discouraged and anxious 
to get away from his unsympathetic brothers, he decided to marry 
Ellen Rolfe and make his home on her father s farm in Iowa. There 
he continued with his reading and research. Everything was grist 
to his capacious mind. Philosophy, anthropology, Norse sagas, Bel- 
lamy's Looking Backward — whatever book he could lay his hands 
on he added to his store of knowledge. He was still the student, still 
yearning to satisfy his gargantuan curiosity, still anxious to find em- 
ployment as a college teacher. 

In 1891, after seven years of outward idleness but actually of 
intense intellectual fermentation, Veblen decided to resume formal 
study in a renewed effort to obtain an academic post. Because of his 
active interest in economic problems, he went to Cornell University 
to work under Professor J. Laurence Laughlin. The latter at once 
noted the newcomer's agility of mind and helped him get a much- 
needed fellowship. His favorable opinion was soon strengthened by 
a reading of Veblen's paper, “ Some Neglected Points in the 
Theory of Socialism,” which revealed a remarkable grasp of the 
working of industrial society. When Professor Laughlin was called 
the following year to head the economics department of the newly 
organized University of Chicago, he arranged to have Veblen go 
with him on a fellowship paying $520 a year. 

At the age of thirty-five, Veblen was at last a member of a uni- 
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versity faculty. Tru<£ he was only on the first rung of the ladder and 
his hold was still precarious, but at least he had ceased being a ne'er- 
do-well. As he was to teach a course in socialism, he lost no time in 
preparing for his assignment. 

He was not long at the university before he arrived at two im- 
portant conclusions: that his conception of political economy dif- 
fered radically from that of other economists; and that President 
Harper would not jeopardize the success of his institution by en- 
couraging ideas unpalatable to its benefactors. Since he was loath 
either to compromise with truth as he saw it or resign his fellow- 
ship, he learned to resort to a mode of expression that encased his 
ideational barbs in sheaths of irony and indirection. His very slow 
drawl and his outwardly impassive demeanor helped him to main- 
tain an academic objectivity in his classroom teaching, so that in 
his course in socialism it was difficult to tell which side he favored. 
In his writings he resorted to illustrations from anthropology rather 
than from contemporary society and employed words in their origi- 
nal meanings rather than in their modern connotations, thus veil- 
ing them with the innocuousness of the pedant. He also leaned 
backward in his aloofness from current industrial conflicts and gave 
no intimation of his reactions to such significant events of the day 
as the Homestead and Pullman strikes. 

His earnest effort to avoid giving offense proved of little avail. 
Although he wrote addresses for President Harper and translated 
needed materials from the German for the economics department, 
and though he wrote for and edited The Journal of Political Eco- 
nomy , he received scant encouragement. Only in 1895 was h e ma de 
an instructor, and not till after the publication of The Theory of the 
Leisure Class in 1899 did he become an assistant professor. Presi- 
dent Harper considered him a doubtful asset to the university and 
was ready to have him go at any time. This Veblen decided to do 
in 1906, when he received an offer from Stanford University. 

Veblen's fourteen years at the University of Chicago were for 
him a period of notable efflorescence. He saturated his mind with 
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the speculation of his time, but his own thought was entirely 
original. His study of the nature of capitalistic society convinced 
him of the ineptitude of prevailing economic theories. They struck 
him as refinements and elaborations of ideas based upon the handi- 
craft economy and pre-Darwinian science, and therefore inappli- 
cable to a machine technology. The expounders of this normative 
and hedonistic system of economics tended to ignore or disregard 
the fundamental difference between the “ industrial ” and the 
“ pecuniary ” employments. They continued to assume — more 
than a century after Adam Smith and in the face of gigantic cor- 
porations and vast absentee ownership — that all normal, legitimate 
activities which serve a materially useful end are lucrative to the 
extent that they are socially productive. Veblen considered such 
views anachronistic and worthless. He argued that economics was 
not a normative but an institutional science. 

Any science, such as economics, which has to do with human conduct, 
becomes a genetic inquiry into the human scheme of life; and where, as 
in economics, the subject of inquiry is the conduct of man in his deal- 
ings with the material means of life, the science is necessarily an in- 
quiry into the life-history of material civilization, on a more or less ex- 
tended or restricted plan. 

The results of such an inquiry he published in numerous reviews 
and articles. In command of an extraordinary store of general and 
specialized knowledge, he traced man's means of making a living, 
from his first social emergence to the present. In the process he 
developed his basic economic theories, which constitute the great- 
est contribution to the subject yet made by an American. These 
theories he later developed at length in his larger works. 

The Theory of the Leisure Class is Veblen’s first and most 
widely read book. Its striking terminology, which seemed peculiar 
until many of its epithets entered common usage, its novel and 
eccentric approach, its perturbing comparisons and conclusions, 
and most of all its bold combination of implicit criticism and ironic 
indirection gave the volume an exotic flavor which both attracted 
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and repelled its early readers. Lester Ward, Howells, and other 
liberals lauded its originality and incisiveness; the more conserva- 
tive economists attacked it as vicious; still others simply dismissed 
it as a freakish specimen of inept pedantry. 

Veblen studied the leisure class genetically, tracing its diverse 
manifestations from its first appearance in history down to modern 
times. He found that leisure was from the very beginning the con- 
spicuous accompaniment of property, or — to use Veblen’s term — 
of pecuniary power. This power was first obtained in the era of 
predatory barbarism as reward for prowess in battle. In time the 
mere possession of goods became a mark of merit. 

Ownership began and grew into a human institution on grounds unre- 
lated to the subsistence minimum. The dominant incentive was from 
the outset the invidious distinction attaching to wealth, and, save tem- 
porarily and by exception, no other motive has usurped the primacy at 
any later stage in the development. 

The possessors of wealth, having no need of remunerative em- 
ployment, made abstention from it a requisite of decency. Con- 
versely, as productive labor became the task of the poor and the 
enslaved, it was made “ inconsistent with a reputable standing in 
the community/' Thus wealth and leisure became synonymous 
with social superiority. The leisurely rich set their manner of life 
and standards of worth as the norm of reputability for the entire 
group. Those aspiring to belong to their class had to display both 
conspicuous consumption of goods and abstention from useful 
labor. They engaged in refining their tastes and manners “ because 
good breeding requires time, application, and expense, and can 
therefore not be compassed by those whose time and energy are 
taken up with work." They also took over the predatory employ- 
ments, “ such as government, fighting, hunting, the care of arms 
and accoutrements, and the like," because these came to be re- 
garded as noble and honorific. 

This test of social superiority remained valid through the ages. 
Those wishing to prove their pecuniary power showed it by the 
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conspicuous and consequently wasteful consumption of goods. 
Such extravagance tended to drive the standard of living of all 
classes to the limit of their earning capacities. Display was always 
the thing, with the costliness of a product being its chief criterion 
of value. Where men, such as modern merchants and industrial- 
ists, cannot personally display conspicuous leisure and consumption, 
they do so vicariously through their wives, children, servants, and 
the like. Thus, until recently women constricted their waists, de- 
formed their feet, and wore long skirts and long hair to indicate 
their social superiority. Both sexes wore clothes designed to show 
the wearer's ability both to bear the cost and to abstain from useful 
work. 

The second half of the book deals with the more modern and 
more critical aspects of lcisurc-class economics. Its retarding effect 
upon the evolution of society is discussed in provocative detail. The 
point is made that, while human institutions change slowly because 
of mental inertia, this resistance is strengthened by the natural con- 
servatism of the dominant group. 44 The office of the leisure class 
in social evolution is to retard the movement and to conserve what 
is obsolescent.” The result is a maladjustment of social and eco- 
nomic institutions. 

From the point of view of the economic process, the leisure class 
is interested in acquisition rather than in production, in exploita- 
tion rather than in serviceability. Those engaged in predatory 
activities — and the barbaric chieftain, the medieval robber baron, 
and modern captain of industry are of the same lineage in this 
respect — have always sought to gain and retain control of the sub- 
stance within their reach. Their effect “ upon the growth of insti- 
tutions is seen in those enactments and conventions that make 
for security of property, enforcement of contracts, facility of pe- 
cuniary transactions, vested interests.” Their employments and 
characteristics lead to 44 an unremitting emulation and antagonism 
between classes and between individuals. . . . Freedom from 
scruple, from sympathy, honesty, and regard for life, may, within 
fairly wide limits, be said to further the success of the individual in 
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the pecuniary culture/' The traits of probity, diligence, altruism, 
and the like, which best serve the collective interest, are discour- 
aged as detrimental to personal success; those wishing to get ahead 
are compelled to cultivate the habits of mind that best serve shrewd 
trading and aggressiveness. Those who succeed in acquiring wealth 
and power enter the leisure-class employments and behave as mem- 
bers and enjoy the privileges of the ruling group. 

In our contemporary society the leisure class, in its unremitting 
pursuit of conspicuous waste and pecuniary emulation, in effect 
“ acts to lower the industrial efficiency of the community and re- 
tard the adaptation of human nature to the exigencies of modern 
industrial life." In clinging to its privileges the leisure class pre- 
serves archaic traits and traditions. While disdaining the industrial 
process, it furthers the barbaric employments of prowess and preda- 
tion in its modern forms of war, sports, and the pecuniary occupa- 
tions. Its encouragement of gambling and devout observances — 
both survivals of the archaic temperament — likewise hinders the 
natural functioning of the industrial process. Equally harmful is 
its influence on higher education, since the high repute which it 
attaches to the humanities and the classics cultivates an aversion 
to what is useful. 

A more direct and far more devastating analysis of modern busi- 
ness is to be found in Veblens second book, The Theory of Busi- 
ness Enterprise , published in 1904, which contains in integrated 
form the ideas he had been expounding for a decade in magazine 
articles and in the classroom. It begins with a discussion of the in- 
trinsic differences between the industrial process and business en- 
terprise. The first is characterized by mechanical accuracy, which 
in turn leads to “ a standardization of services as well as goods." 
This standardization stimulates efficiency and facilitates the meet- 
ing of current wants. A corollary of the machine process is the in- 
terdependence of production and service units not only within the 
branches of a single industry but also among all highly developed 
industries. 
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A disturbance at any point, whereby any given branch of industry fails 
to do its share in the work of the system at large, immediately affects 
the neighboring or related branches which come before or after it in 
sequence, and is transmitted through their derangement to the remoter 
portions of the system. 

Such dislocation causes idleness, waste, and hardships, and must be 
avoided for the good of the community. 

In modern society, however, industry is controlled by business- 
men who find it to their advantage to disturb the industrial bal- 
ance. Veblen stressed the fact that this had not been the case be- 
fore the emergence of industrial capitalism, when business, whether 
handicraft or trade, was carried on primarily to earn a living and not 
to make a profit from investment. Indeed, gain from investment 
was considered a fortuitous matter, neither wholly legitimate nor 
reducible to a standard rate. 44 Under no economic system earlier 
than the advent of the machine industry does profit on invest- 
ment seem to have been accounted a normal and unquestionable 
legitimate source of gain.” With the development of capitalism the 
motive of production became pecuniary profit. Industry was re- 
garded not as a means of earning a livelihood or of providing for 
the needs of the community, but as a source of financial gain. 44 In- 
dustry is carried on for the sake of business and not conversely; and 
the progress and activity of industry are conditioned by the out- 
look of the market, which means the presumptive chance of business 
profits.” Since it is to the interest of leading businessmen to control 
large portions of industry, the better to manipulate the market, they 
try deliberately 44 to upset or block the industrial process at one 
or more points ” with a view to removing competition and discom- 
fiting business rivals. The result is frequent industrial unbalance* 
44 This chronic state of perturbation is incident to the management 
of industry by business methods and is unavoidable under existing 
conditions.” Such disturbances, imposing financial distress and 
bankruptcy on some businessmen and idleness and want on their 
employees, stimulates the consolidation of industrial units under 
a single business management. 
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Veblen next tracdl the basic business principle of the private 
ownership of property. He showed that it was John Locke who de- 
veloped the first philosophical system to regard ownership as a 
natural right — taking his cue from the prevailing era of handicraft, 
when productive work was the rule and things were usually at the 
disposal of him who had made them. “ It became a principle of the 
natural order of things that free labor is the original source of 
wealth and the basis of ownership/' Out of this principle devel- 
oped such practical props of competitive enterprise as the freedom 
of contract and the security and ease of credit engagements. 

In his discussion of the use of loan credit Veblen explained that 
since “ the business man's object is to get the largest aggregate gain 
from his business ... it is accordingly to his interest to extend 
his credit as far as his standing and the state of the market will 
admit." Borrowed funds, however, available to all competitors alike, 
do not necessarily increase the aggregate industrial equipment or 
the aggregate earnings of the industrial community. “ Funds of 
whatever character are a pecuniary fact, not an industrial one; they 
serve the distribution of the control of industry only, not its ma- 
terially productive work." 

With the development of business enterprise the strategic use 
of credit extended in the direction of increased capitalization in 
the form of stocks and debentures. The promoters and financiers, 
in their striving for personal gain, sought to expand the business 
capital of industrial corporations to the limit of their putative earn- 
ing power. Whatever gave these corporations a differential advan- 
tage was capitalized in the form of good will, and their total capi- 
talization was figured, not according to the value of their industrial 
plant, but according to the market quotations of their securities. 
“ The business capital of a modern corporation is a magnitude that 
fluctuates from day to day; and in the quotations of its debentures 
the magnitude of its credit extension also fluctuates from day to 
day with the course of the market." These manipulates of sal- 
able capital have enabled industrialists and financiers to amass 
fortunes greater than any known in history. 
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The rule of business capital has grave consequences for the con- 
duct of industry and so for the community as a whole. Because 
prosperity is thought of primarily as business prosperity and not as 
industrial efficiency, the great productive capacities of modern tech- 
nology had not hindered the recurrence of hard times. Both pros- 
perity and depression have come to be business phenomena, with 
expansion and contraction occurring 44 primarily in the intangible 
items of wealth, secondarily in the price rating of the tangible 
items/’ In their persistent quest for profits, businessmen bring 
about industrial depressions when they 44 do not see their way to 
derive a satisfactory gain from letting the industrial process go for- 
ward on the lines and in the volume for which the material equip- 
ment of the industry is designed.” Consequently, as our techno- 
logical resources grew, chronic depression has tended to become a 
normal concomitant of competitive business enterprise, checked 
only by such accidents as lower prices, war, or new industries. Veb- 
len maintained that under capitalism only monopoly can offer 
relief to depression — 44 the more nearly complete the monopoly, 
the more effectually is it likely to serve its purpose.” 

Businessmen by common consent have assumed the management 
of the community at large. Law and politics 44 are chiefly concerned 
with business relations, pecuniary interests, and they have little 
more than an incidental bearing on other human interests.” The 
dogma of natural rights, appropriate to a society in which craftsmen 
competed on an equal footing, was carried over into the present 
business era to uphold 44 freedom of contract ” and the inviolability 
of property in a society in which there is far less equality. In the 
United States the sacredness of pecuniary obligations has come near 
to 44 being the only form of obligation that has the unqualified 
sanction of current common sense.” Court decisions have abetted 
this principle. 

In the view of these higher adepts of the law, free contract is so in- 
alienable a natural right of man that not even a statutory enactment 
will enable a workman to forego its exercise and its responsibility. . . . 
A business man is looked upon as the putative producer of whatever 
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wealth he acquires. By force of this sophistication the acquisition of 
property by any person is held to be, not only expedient for the owner, 
but meritorious as an action serving the common good. 

Veblen described the peculiar kind of intelligence required by 
the machine process. In operating a machine a workman must de- 
velop qualitative precision or fail at his job. In the course of time 
his thinking becomes habituated to terms of mechanical efficiency 
or to precisely adjusted cause and effect. Other intellectual facul- 
ties tend to suffer neglect or disparagement, because the machine, 
now master of men, “ is no respecter of persons and knows neither 
morality nor dignity nor prescriptive right, divine or human; its 
teaching is training them into insensibility of the whole range of 
concepts on which these ministrations proceed/' Businessmen, on 
the other hand, while unavoidably affected by modern technology, 
persist in thinking in terms of profit on a natural-rights plane. They 
adhere to the conventional assumptions and defend the institu- 
tions based upon these postulates. Thus “ the two classes come to 
have an increasing difficulty in understanding one another and ap- 
preciating one another's convictions, ideals, capacities, and short- 
comings." 

The standardization of the schemes of work and life for laborers 
within the machine process has brought forth what may be termed 
the spirit of trade unionism, or the effort to adapt working condi- 
tions to the new exigencies and disciplines of industry. This in effect 
negates the spirit of natural rights. “Trade-unionism denies indi- 
vidual freedom of contract to the workman, as well as free discre- 
tion to the employer to carry on his business as may suit his own 
ends." Its primary concern is not with natural liberty and individual 
property rights but with a standardized livelihood and mechanical 
necessity; not with business expediency but with technological 
standard units and standard relations. This disregard for the nat- 
ural-rights doctrine — found chiefly, of course, among the highly 
skilled urban workmen — must in time lead to socialistic disaffec- 
tion, or to the demand for the effective disappearance of property 
rights as such. 
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Veblen concluded this provocative volume with an incisive 
exposition of the basic incompatibility between the discipline of 
the machine process and the aim of business enterprise. “ In the 
nature of the case the cultural growth dominated by the machine 
industry is of a skeptical, matter-of-fact complexion, materialistic, 
unmoral, unpatriotic, undevout.” Modern business enterprise must 
sooner # or later be confronted by this dilemma: either it must oppose 
the machine process and thereby impoverish itself, or it must extend 
the process and thereby fall into abeyance. 

The foregoing paragraphs give only a partial indication of the 
scope and originality of Veblen’s writing up to 1904. For all their 
repetition, circumlocution, and lack of integration, his books are 
undoubtedly among the most profound treatments of business eco- 
nomics produced in this country. Fresh ideas, ironic implications, 
startling statements, verbal sallies, and shafts of savage wit imbue 
their pages with the excitement of dramatic narrative. The themes 
are developed with symphonic richness and variation; the boldness 
of Veblen's mind invests even his casual asides with significance. 
His analyses and conclusions, now widely current, were so heterodox 
forty years ago that only a few liberals grasped their full meaning 
and appreciated their revolutionary significance. 

Veblen approached the prevailing system of economics with a 
mind free from conventional prejudices. Combining his vast knowl- 
edge of the social sciences with his extraordinary powers of theo- 
retical synthesis, he traced the existing economic institutions to 
their archaic sources and laid bare the inner drives that motivated 
man's practical activities. He studied the origin and nature of what 
he termed the instinct of workmanship, the leisure class, the nat- 
ural-rights doctrine, the machine process, and business enterprise. 
Lacking the urge of the reformer and aware of his precarious aca- 
demic standing, he developed his themes deviously and inferen- 
tially and in a style that glossed over their radical implications. Con- 
sequently his ideas at first appeared too incredibly novel for sympa- 
thetic consideration or criticism. But time was on his side. Although 
the profit system is still operating in high gear forty years after he 
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had predicted its ultimate downfall, many discerning economists 
agree that despite his tendency to drive an idea to its extreme limits 
Veblen’s long-run conclusions seem more valid now than when they 
were first published. 

Veblen's career at Stanford University was brief and disappoint- 
ing. He seldom had more than a dozen students in his classes, and 
toward the end the number dwindled to three. He also proved 
very trying to those who sought to improve his standing with the 
administration. His long silences embarrassed people and discour- 
aged friendships. It was only during his frequent visits to the social- 
istic Arnotts, whose humble home was a center for visiting radicals, 
that he relaxed and at times even became loquacious. His relations 
with Mrs. Veblen, never wholly congenial, deteriorated during the 
years at Stanford and on several occasions she left him. He refused 
to discourage his feminine admirers and was deliberately careless 
with their letters to him. One of these women moved into his home 
during Mrs. Veblcn’s absence — causing a campus scandal. When 
a friend suggested that the affair might cost him his job, he asked: 
“ What is one to do when the woman moves in on you? ” In 
December 1909 he was forced to resign. 

For a year Veblen was unable to find another academic post. 
Finally Professor H. J. Davenport, a former student of his, made a 
place for him in his own department at the University of Missouri. 
There he remained as a lecturer for seven years, no happier than he 
had been at Chicago and Stanford. He received a maximum salary 
of $2400 during his last year, was never fully appreciated, and al- 
ways refused to accommodate himself to the mores of academic life. 
In 1911 Mrs. Veblen agreed to divorce him. Three years later he 
married a Mrs. Bradley, who looked after him devotedly until 1918 
when she suffered a mental breakdown and was removed to a sani- 
tarium. 

Veblen’s written work declined markedly after he had left the 
University of Chicago. His articles and reviews, which fost nothing 
of their quality, appeared less frequently. His third book. The In • 
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stinct of Workmanship and the State of the Industrial Arts , was 
not ready till 1914. Like his other longer works, it was essentially 
a careful elaboration of an early essay on man's natural bent for 
work. A study of prehistoric society showed that in the relatively 
peaceable culture of primitive tillage and cattle-breeding the indi- 
vidual labored not for himself alone but for the group to which he 
belonged. Conditions developed in him a proclivity for taking pains 
and for avoiding waste as well as a concern for the welfare of those 
with whom he lived. Intimately related with this sense of work- 
manship was the impulse to “ idle curiosity," which in the long 
run and because of its concentration in sporadic individuals has 
made possible the intellectual progress of the race. 

As man learned to produce by indirect methods and thereby in- 
creased production, he began to accumulate wealth. The result was 
an institutional revolution. The temptation to obtain food and 
other effects by force led to wars, devastation, subjugation. Owner- 
ship implied mastery over man as well as over goods. It “ is com- 
monly found, in the barbarian culture, to be tempered with a large 
infusion of predatory concepts, of status, prerogative, differential 
respect of occupations/' In the predatory society the individual 
ceased to concern himself with the welfare of his group and aimed 
instead at his own advancement. In the process there emerged the 
warrior chief who arrogated to himself power over his community. 

The history of Western civilization lies within this predatory- 
pecuniary culture. The institution of ownership flourished through- 
out this period, 44 and the rights of ownership are of a personal, 
invidious, differential, emulative nature." The sense of workman- 
ship and curiosity as well as concern for the group, while of an 
intrinsic nature, became subjugated “ to the rule of the self-regard- 
ing proclivities that triumphed in the culture of predation." As the 
institutional ground shifted with the passing of time from barbaric 
predation to pecuniary gain, the sense of workmanship became 
44 combined and compounded with ownership " and found expres- 
sion in that meritorious regard for wealth through work character- 
istic of the middle class. When society had become stratified, the 
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upper or predatory *class no longer worked but possessed both 
wealth and leisure; the middle or commercial class gained wealth 
by working for it; while the lower or industrial class labored but 
possessed neither wealth nor leisure. This differentiation between 
social groups, based on a dissociation of workmanship from sales- 
manship, “ grew into a * division of labor,' between industry and 
business, between industrial and pecuniary occupations — a dis- 
junction of ownership and its peculiar cares, privileges and profi- 
ciency from workmanship." 

In Europe the rise of the handicraft class put an end to Chris- 
tian feudalism with its 44 cult of fearsome subjection and arbitrary 
authority." These workmen, becoming in time “ masterless men," 
demanded and finally obtained 44 an equitable livelihood for work 
done." Their scheme of life led to the theory of natural rights; but 
by the time it became established 44 as a secure principle of enlight- 
ened common sense . . . the handicraft system was giving way to 
the machine industry." Since industrialism and its accessory finan- 
cial mechanisms and credit loans were an outgrowth of the handi- 
craft system, they continued to function within the institution of 
natural rights. The result of this social lag was confusion between 
the industrial and the pecuniary functions. As in the older predatory 
cultures, wealth and not work remained the criterion of achieve- 
ment. 44 The business man who gains much at little cost, who gets 
something for nothing, is rated, in his own as well as in his neigh- 
bor's esteem, as a public benefactor." This confounding of disci- 
plines, values, and interests has tended greatly to deteriorate the in- 
stinct of workmanship. 

Veblen had implicit trust in evolutionary anthropology and con- 
tinued to believe in it even after Boas and others had largely dis- 
credited its unrealistic emphasis. Likewise, his acceptance of Mc- 
Dougall's theory of the instincts persisted long after it had been 
discarded by later psychologists. His assertion that the era of peace- 
able savagery was characterized by a system of primitive commu- 
nism and an absence of exploitation was denied by John Dewey 
and other thinkers. As Dewey summarized the matter in Human 
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Nature and Conduct : “ No system has ever as yet existed which did 
not in some form involve the exploitation of some human beings 
for the advantage of others” Yet this criticism does not invalidate 
Veblen’s view of workmanship as a creative and nonpecuniary 
process. All productive activity is creative in the sense that it is self- 
satisfying. The neolithic savage was no doubt conditioned by his 
environment to find satisfaction in producing for the group that 
sustained him. So, too, the modern craftsman often finds pleasure 
in doing his job well. The acquisitive element, however, has been 
an equally potent motive throughout history. If the acquisitive 
drive remained dormant during the perhaps dubitablc era of peace- 
able savagery, it has certainly dominated the activities of many men 
ever since. The joy in work as work and the drive for pecuniary 
power flourished fairly equally during the centuries of handicraft 
production. It was only with the establishment of the machine 
process, when work began to be measured quantitatively with a 
stop watch, that the acquisitive drive achieved dominance over the 
sense of workmanship. 

While Veblen’s evolutionary anthropology and his emphasis 
on instincts are therefore open to criticism, he has in The Instinct 
of Workmanship achieved the remarkable intellectual feat of 
clarifying the interaction of instinct and habit, the basic interrela- 
tionships between the industrial and the pecuniary processes, and 
the effects of the prevailing cultural lag. His analysis of the origin 
and nature of the natural-rights doctrine and its insidious persist- 
ence in the machine era is fundamental to a realistic understanding 
of capitalistic incompatibilities. 

While in Europe during the summer of 1914, Veblen was able 
to observe the outbreak of war at first hand. He was so impressed 
with German aggressiveness that on his return to the University of 
Missouri he immediately began to work on his next book, Imperial 
Germany and the Industrial Revolution, and completed it in time 
for publication during 1915. As in all his major writings, the first 
chapters deal with the fundamental characteristics of early man and 
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their subsequent development under conditions peculiar to differ- 
ent groups. The Germans, he demonstrated, are “ in point of na- 
tive productivity and aptitude ” no different from their neighbors. 
What placed them apart from the French and especially from the 
English, who derive from the same stock, was their retarded medi- 
evalism. While the Germans, until the nineteenth century, re- 
mained steeped in the “ feudalists animus of fealty and subser- 
vience,^ ” and with habits of mind “ suitable to a coercive, central- 
ized, and irresponsible control and to the pursuit of dynastic domi- 
nation/' the countries of Western Europe had for several centuries 
concentrated on those material realities which led to the industrial 
revolution and the democratic state. Thus, while the Gennans were 
disciplined by petty courts and bureaucracies, the English-speaking 
peoples in particular were conditioned by the town meeting and 
the machine shop. As a consequence the two groups developed radi- 
cally different attitudes toward personal liberty and political re- 
sponsibility. “ The German conception of this liberty is freedom to 
give orders and freely to follow orders, while in the English con- 
ception it is rather an exemption from orders — a somewhat anar- 
chistic habit of thought." 

In the time that England and her neighbors were developing the 
mechanistic way of life — the only concept in which, according to 
Veblen, modern society advanced over earlier civilizations — Prus- 
sia persevered in her feudal ambitions. 

Prussia came in with no cultural traits other than a medieval militarism 
resting on a feudally servile agrarian system, and made its way forcibly 
as a political power of ever increasing potency among an aggregation of 
small and feeble quarreling neighbors. 

When the German lands were finally united under Prussian domi- 
nation in 1871, sovereignty resided not in the people but in the 
state. Germany began at once to seek a place in the sun. It took 
over modem technology ready-made — without the handicaps 
which encumbered it in the countries of its early development but 
also without the cultural discipline attending the machine process. 
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The vaunted German philosophy, idealistic in character, was 
peculiarly ineffective in bridging the gap between feudal habits of 
mind and the cultural demands of modern industry, since it found 
** no application in the scheme of thought within which modern 
science and technology live and move/' The result was that Ger- 
many grafted a highly efficient technology upon a medieval culture 
and made use of it, not for pecuniary gains, as other countries did, 
but for dynastic ends. The government, instead of functioning as 
the agent of business enterprise, “ guided the economic policy of 
the Empire along mercantilistic lines. Warlike power was its prime 
•consideration/' Under these conditions war was inevitable. And 
Veblen believed that war would continue to haunt mankind so long 
as the German people persevered in their feudal habits of mind. 
He pointed out, however, that in the long run the ends of dynastic 
government must clash with the inexorable demands of the ma- 
chine process. “ Coercion, personal dominion, self-abasement, sub- 
jection, loyalty, suspicion, duplicity, ill-will — these things do not 
articulate with the mechanistic conception." The modern imperial 
state, no longer able to get along without technological production, 
will in the end be undermined by the habits of thought fostered by 
■the industrial system. 

Twenty-five years after the book was written Henry A. Wallace, 
discussing the new edition in the Political Science Quarterly , stated 
that it 44 is probably the most acute analysis of modern Germany 
which has ever been written." Certainly no other thinker of our 
generation has analyzed this greatest political problem of our time 
so astutely and so forcefully. Germany's unreadiness to articulate 
with the democratic nations, which has already resulted in two 
devastating world wars within a quarter of a century, is basic to 
Veblen's view of the conflicting elements of our mechanistic system. 
And what held true for Germany in 1915 he demonstrated at the 
same time to be equally valid for Japan. Yet his conclusions were 
not only ignored but officially condemned in 1917 when the book 
was denied mail privileges by Postmaster-General Burleson. 

When it became obvious that the United States was about to 
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enter the war against Germany, Veblen decided to present his views 
of war and peace in An Inquiry into the Nature of Peace and the 
Terms of Its Perpetuation , which he published in 1917, largely at 
his own expense. He examined at length the conceptions of patri- 
otism and dynastic loyalty in order to explain the basic motives of 
warfare. The first he defined “ as a sense of partisan solidarity in 
respect of prestige ” which “ lives on invidious comparison and 
works out in mutual hindrance and jealousy between nations/" 
Patriotism is thus kin to the spirit of pecuniary gain, antagonistic 
to the normal processes of life and capable of subjecting them to its 
own purposes. It is essentially “ of the nature of habit, induced by 
circumstances of the past and handed on by tradition and institu- 
tional arrangements into the present.” The way to overcome it is 
to develop conditions “ which will set the current of habituation 
the contrary way/" 

Veblen’s analysis of the nature of the state made obvious its 
ambiguous relation to peace. “ At the best, the State, or the govern- 
ment, is an instrumentality for making peace, not for perpetuating 
it.” For the state, like the feudal chieftain, always strives for self- 
perpetuation and will stop at nothing to achieve that end. If peace 
does not serve this purpose it will be terminated on short notice. 
The dynastic states are by their very nature more aggressive and 
warlike than the democratic governments. In 1917 Germany — 
and Japan also — was an egregious example of the dynastic state 
bent on disturbing the peace in order to strengthen its Empire. Its 
aim was the fruits not of pillage but of perpetual usufruct, and it 
was able to pursue its imperialistic ambitions at will because of the 
feudal habits of thought of its subjects. “ No other people com- 
parable with the population of the Fatherland has so large and 
well-knit a body of archaic preconceptions to unlearn/" In tak- 
ing over modern technology and in using it to further dynastic 
ambitions, the arrogant Germans have become an even greater 
danger. 

The perpetuation of peace does not, however, depend only on 
“ the unconditional surrender of the formidable warlike nations.” 
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That is only the beginning. In the long run war will not cease while 
competitive capitalism prevails. So long as “ free income, that is to 
say income not dependent on personal merit or excursion of any 
kind, is the breath of life to the kept classes/' and so long as the lat- 
ter are in control of the several governments, the drive to retain 
and to enlarge this free income will lead to war. Again in the long 
run, however, wars result in social upheavals which tend to under- 
mine the right to free income and vested privileges. The common 
man, who has most to lose and least to gain out of war, will sooner 
or later learn to distrust his betters. After a period of sanguinary 
crises “ it is at least conceivable that the vested right of owners 
might fall so far into disrepute as to leave them under a qualified 
doubt on the return of ‘ normal 9 conditions." 

Writing before the League of Nations was officially projected, 
Veblen made clear that any effective league to enforce peace would 
have to eliminate not only “ all monarchical establishments, con- 
stitutional or otherwise, from among its federated nations," but also 
modern capitalism with its international scramble for markets. In 
other words, peace can be kept only at the price of a social revolu- 
tion: 

either the price-system and its attendant business enterprise will yield 
and pass out; or the pacific nations will conserve their pecuniary scheme 
of law and order at the cost of returning to a war footing and letting 
their owners preserve the rights of ownership by force of arms. 

Veblen's two books on war and peace are monumental testa- 
ments to his profound grasp of the working of modern civilization. 
His acute analysis of the anomalous nature of the dynastic state in 
contemporary society and of its virulent manifestations in Germany 
and Japan has been fully substantiated by recent tragic events. 
Still of the utmost importance to the future weal of mankind is his 
repeated and emphatic insistence that, first, technological processes 
will in the long run disintegrate the political and economic forces 
favoring war; second, unless this happens relatively soon, society 
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may not be able to*avoid self-destruction. During World War I 
these warnings were ignored or scorned. Nor are they being heeded 
now. 

In 1917 Veblen left the University of Missouri by mutual agree- 
ment. His half-hearted efforts to find another teaching position were 
unsuccessful; no university wanted him in spite of his great achieve- 
ments in the field of economic theory. Nor did he realize his hope 
of assisting the government in working out the terms of peace; only 
the Food Administration employed him on a mission to the Middle 
West, which resulted in a paper favorable to the I.W.W. farm 
workers. Later that year Helen Marot, an admirer of his, took over 
the management of The Dial and asked him to edit it in collabora- 
tion with John Dewey and others. He readily accepted, and wrote 
for it a number of timely and provocative articles. 

Now that he had lost all expectation of further connection with 
a university he decided to bring out The Higher Learning in Amer- 
ica, which he had begun many years back and which he had not 
planned to publish during his lifetime. It was his way of paying 
back the academic administrators for their obtuse, pusillanimous, 
and prudish behavior toward him, and his coin was savage satire. 
The first version was so fiercely critical that his friends persuaded 
him to moderate his attack. He began by insisting that the uni- 
versity was a seat of learning for men eager to pursue their schol- 
arly studies. He excluded from it the undergraduate college and the 
professional and business schools, since their purpose was “ to afford 
a rounded discipline to those whose goal is the life of fashion or of 
affairs.” The university man, he argued, was interested in knowl- 
edge for its own sake. The results of his scholarly and scientific 
inquiries might be, and often were, of great benefit to society, but 
they were only incidental to his main purpose. He was interested 
in having students, but he welcomed only those who knew what 
they wanted and went after it without compulsion. 

He knew of no such university in the United States. The existing 
institutions, public and private, were controlled by businessmen 
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for business interests. The boards of trustees, self-perpetuating 
bodies or political appointees, represented the point of view of the 
dominant business group. “ The intrusion of business principles in 
the universities goes to weaken and retard the pursuit of learning, 
and therefore to defeat the ends for which a university is main- 
tained." The trustees engaged as presidents men who were “ cap- 
tains of erudition ” and willing to conduct their institutions in the 
spirit of business enterprise — which Veblcn defined as “ a spirit of 
quietism, caution, compromise, collusion, and chicane/' Eager to 
attract both students and men of wealth, these administrators 
sought a faculty that would “ serve as coadjutors and vehicles of 
executive policy/' Consequently they tended to value men more 
for their committee work than for their scholarship and gave pref- 
erence to those who demonstrated their “ administrative facility, 
plausibility, proficiency as public speakers and parliamentarians, 
ready versatility of convictions, and a staunch loyalty to their 
bread." 

Veblen’s castigation of business trustees and businesslike adminis- 
trators, however exaggerated, dealt with conditions prevalent in 
many of our universities. His attack on the spirit of business enter- 
prise, fiercer and franker than in any of his previous writings, was 
motivated by his idealistic view of scholarship, as well as by per- 
sonal resentment. His insistence on the abolition of both the boards 
of trustees and the captains of erudition was in line with his belief 
that our system of business enterprise fails to satisfy man's higher 
ambitions and must give way to a nobler scheme of life. 

Early in 1919 Veblen published The Vested Interests and the 
State of the Industrial Arts, a small volume consisting of the series 
of articles which had appeared in The Dial during the previous fall 
and winter. Writing for the general public and stimulated by the 
common hope of a better world, he threw off his habitual restraint 
and developed his thesis with the freedom of the journalist. The 
first chapters reviewed his basic theme of the increasing divergence 
between business enterprise and modem technology, between the 
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facts of science and industry and the established system of law and 
order. Little was being done to remedy this discrepancy , 44 inasmuch 
as settled habits of thought are given up tardily, reluctantly, and 
sparingly/' Consequently, notwithstanding the demands of the 
machine, free income from investment remained sanctioned as a 
natural right. 

The free income which is capitalized in intangible assets of vested in- 
terests goes to support the well-to-do investors, who are for this reason 
called the kept classes and whose keep consists in an indefinitely exten- 
sible consumption of superfluities. 

Veblen pointed out that while over half of the net income went 
to the vested interests, even more than that amount was taken 
from the community by business enterprise in its effort to limit 
production and increase the cost of salesmanship in order to obtain 
the greatest rate of profit. This was made possible by the existence 
of obsolete laws and customs. 44 The great distinguishing mark of 
the common man is that he is helpless within the rules of the game 
as it is played in the twentieth century under the enlightened prin- 
ciples of the eighteenth century/' The emergence of auxiliary vested 
interests, comprising clergymen, military officers, judges and law- 
yers, the police, union officials, and the like — men of relatively 
small means but with sufficient stakes in 44 a capitalized claim to get 
something for nothing ” — tended to perpetuate the power and 
privileges of the vested interests. According to Veblen, this condi- 
tion cannot continue indefinitely, since the mechanistic logic of the 
machine and science will sooner or later discard the right to free 
income even as the natural-rights doctrine had earlier done away 
with feudal privileges. 

In 1921 Veblen published in a small volume another group of 
essays from The Dial entitled The Engineers and the Price System . 
The book begins with an examination of the prevalence of sabotage 
in our economy. Veblen insisted that in any capitalistic society 
44 habitual unemployment of the available industrial plant and work- 
men, in whole or in part, appears to be the indispensable condition 
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without which tolerable conditions of life cannot be maintained.” 
In the absence of this sabotage, capitalism would suffer from over- 
production, depression, and bankruptcy. This sabotage took various 
forms, and the best known was the protective tariff. 

Modern specialization had brought forth the industrial engineer 
and the investment banker. The function of the first was to secure 
production; that of the second was to control it in the interest of 
profit. Since the captain of finance found the engineer indispen- 
sable, and therefore treated him relatively well, the latter bothered 
little with the larger problems of society. These productive special- 
ists, however, have become the key men in our economic system. 
Although they at present helped to maintain an industrial dictator- 
ship, sooner or later they must follow their normal inclination as 
productive engineers. Thereupon a general strike on their part 
“ would swiftly bring a collapse of the old order and sweep the 
timeworn fabric of finance and absentee sabotage into the discard 
for good and all.” 

In these two brief works Veblen is more the reformer than the 
scholar. He wrote them at a time of social crisis and great expecta- 
tions: when Wilson's Fourteen Points, the Russian Revolution, 
and the declarations of the British Labour Party augured well for 
the New Economic Order. For once Veblen, yielding to the hope 
that the war had accelerated the process of institutional change, 
dropped his objective aloofness and his ironic indirection and spoke 
out with the eager enthusiasm of the social crusader. In his criti- 
cism of the vested interests he sought to bring about the overthrow 
of capitalism; in his praise of the industrial engineer he tried to 
point the way to production for use and not for profit. Under the 
influence of the Russian experiment in communism he even envi- 
sioned a soviet of engineers in the United States. But he soon per- 
ceived the folly of his wishful thinking and made an end of his 
excursion to the marketplace. Nevertheless the two slender vol- 
umes, though they lack the originality and depth of his earlier 
work, testify eloquently to the ardent social hopes of the armistice 
period. 

[332] 



THORSTEIN VEBLEN 


Veblen’s connection with The Dial terminated at the end of a 
year, when the periodical changed ownership and policy. In the 
same year, however, the New School for Social Research was estab- 
lished and he, John Dewey, Charles A. Beard, James Harvey Rob- 
inson, Wesley C. Mitchell, and other eminent scholars were en- 
gaged as teachers and lecturers. Veblen, as previously, made no 
effort to attract students. Some time later, when the school lost a 
good part of its financial support, his position became precarious 
and he remained on its faculty only because one of his former 
students paid his salary and because he was unable to find employ- 
ment elsewhere. 

Absentee Ownership and Business Enterprise in Recent Times, 
which appeared in 1923, was Veblen’s last and in some respects his 
keenest analysis of our modern economic system. His thesis was 
that “ absentee ownership has come to be the main and immediate 
controlling interest in the life of civilized men.” The first part re- 
peated, with many refinements and elaborations, his illuminating 
summary of the economic circumstances which led to the estab- 
lishment of the laws and customs governing the activities of pres- 
ent-day businessmen. The cultural lag was stressed. “ In the nature 
of things, the scheme of law and custom is always archaic, at all 
points, in some degree; always out of date more or less. ,, Thus the 
natural-rights principle of ownership, established by masterless men 
for purposes of equality, was in the nineteenth century made the 
legal foundation for the contrary doctrine of absentee ownership. 
In our own century the corporation and the captain of industry, 
products of accelerated business enterprise, achieved control of in- 
dustrialized society. 

Nowhere else does the captain of big business rule the affairs of the na- 
tion, civil and political, and control the conditions of life so unreserv- 
edly as in democratic America, as should be the case, inasmuch as the 
acquisition of absentee ownership is, after all, in the popular apprehen- 
sion, the most meritorious and the most necessary work to be done in 
this country. 
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This worship of wealth made it possible for the absentee owner of 
natural resources “ to withhold them from use until his charge 
for them is allowed him,” which was always the largest net return. 
44 It is always sound business practice to take any obtainable net 
gain, at any cost and at any risk to the rest of the community.” 
Everywhere, and particularly in our smaller towns, this practice was 
regarded as entirely ethical and even exemplary. 

The second half of the book discusses the dominance of indus- 
try by absentee ownership and the crucial position of credit in con- 
temporary business enterprise. Primarily interested in net gain, 
business strategy tended to practice “ a conscientious withdrawal 
of efficiency, with whatever tactics of artifice and effrontery may 
be required to give it effect.” The key industries, administering the 
staple natural resources, “ exercise a decisive control over the indus- 
trial system at large ... by owning the right to retard or curtail 
the supply of necessary power and materials that goes to the manu- 
facturing industries.” They likewise dominated the country's farm- 
ing, the primary source of human livelihood, by virtue of their com- 
mand of machinery and credit. But if the financier had become 
the paramount factor in the management of our business system, 
the technician was emerging as an equally potent director of its 
mechanical operation. The latter, interested in productive efficiency 
and requiring co-ordination and mutual aid, in practice had to 
serve owners who habitually resorted to “ afterthoughts and guess- 
work.” Likewise the technology of physics and chemistry, upon 
which our major industries depend for their operation, now func- 
tioned 44 in an institutional environment imbued with a logical bias 
that is alien to its bent and inhospitable to its free growth.” Sooner 
or later, if technological progress was not to continue at an uneven 
and clipped rate, the industrial engineer must seek liberation from 
capitalistic control. 

It was Veblen’s contention that 44 the larger use of credit ” had 
become the pivotal element in the rule of absentee ownership. 
While the roots of credit were firmly established in the nineteenth 
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century, its current large-scale efflorescence began with the rise of 
the investment banker and the holding company. 

The holding company and the merger, together with the interlocking 
directorates, and presently the voting trust, were the ways and means 
by which the banking community took over the strategic regulation of 
the key industries, and by way of that avenue also the control of the in- 
dustrial system at large. 

The bankers, commanding the country’s credit resources, took over 
the capitalization and credit of corporations and for these services 
received bonuses of stock which 4t represented no new acquisition 
of capital ” and therefore stimulated the creation of new credit 
values. The result was a credit economy ever more complex and 
unstable, with control gravitating “ into the hands of the massive 
credit institutions that stand at the fiscal center of all things.” Yet 
these institutions require stability and confidence for the success of 
their operations. “ The fabric of credit and capitalization is essen- 
tially a fabric of concerted make-believe resting on the routine of 
the business community at large.” A lack of confidence, puncturing 
this make-believe, will unavoidably disturb the credit structure and 
even cause its collapse. While the bankers ever seek to strengthen 
this confidence, they are continually endangering it by depriving the 
bulk of the population of “ an enlarged allowance of livelihood.” 
Sooner or later, consequently, the technicians on the one hand and 
the organized industrial manpower and farm population on the 
other will clash with these custodians of absentee ownership and 
disturb the stability of the entire business structure. 

Absentee Ownership is in a true sense a recapitulation of Veb* 
len’s previous writings as well as his final effort to strip the glamor 
from business enterprise and to expose it in all its crassness and 
contradictions. It is a work of ripe wisdom, mellow in its acerbation, 
garrulous in its sparkling rhetoric, somber in its acute analysis. 
Veblen was disappointed in the postwar turn of economic affairs, 
disheartened by the persistent unintelligence of the mass of man- 
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kind, and his last book, for all its castigation of business enterprise, 
breathes a pessimism that questions his long-run prediction of the 
overthrow of capitalism. 

In 1926, ill and aging, disdainful of the artificial prosperity of 
the period, discouraged by his failure to obtain another teaching po- 
sition, he decided to move to California. There he lived in his sim- 
ple and crude shack, feeling alone and neglected, until his death 
three years later at the age of seventy-two. 

Thorsteia Veblens great achievement was his removal of the 
underpinnings from the static structure of classical economics. In 
the 1890's, when he first surveyed the literature, the practising 
economists were still pre-Darwinian in their thinking and unscien- 
tific in their uncritical acceptance of ideas that no longer squared 
with experience. Most of them still made use of a hedonistic psy- 
chology which other sciences had discarded. They identified acqui- 
sition with production, and dogmatically expounded the doctrine 
of natural rights. Consequently they persisted in asking the wrong 
questions and so arrived at the irrelevant conclusions. Impatient 
with their obtuse smugness, yet in no position to make a formal 
attack, he used an exaggerated form of their own jargon to dis- 
guise the directness of his criticism. Thus, parodying the pseudo- 
scientific style of the pedant, he asked satirically: 

Wh^t does all this signify? If we are getting restless under the taxonomy 
of a monocotyledonous wage doctrine and a cryptogamic theory of in- 
terest, with involute, loculicidal, tomentous and moniliform variants, 
what is the cytoplasm, centrosome, or karyokinetic process to which we 
may turn, and in which we may find surcease from the metaphysics of 
normality and controlling principles? 

No wonder that, to quote Professor Paul T. Homan, “ so far as one 
man can be held accountable it can hardly be denied that Veblen 
has been the arch-disturber of the economist's academic peace of 
mind." 

An intensive study of the writings of Karl Marx and his followers 
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persuaded Veblen that the socialists were at several important 
points out of line with reality in their interpretation of the eco- 
nomic process. Because Marx's antecedents were “ the Materialistic 
Hegelianism and the English system of Natural Rights/' his habits 
of thought were pre-Darwinian and dialectical. For all his efforts at 
scientific objectivity, Marx could not free himself from some of the 
preconceptions of the classical economists. Consequently his theory 
of the class struggle — which follows Bentham rather than Hegel — 
in its emphasis on self-interest depended upon an unsound hedo- 
nistic psychology. Even less tenable was the doctrine of increasing 
misery, upon which Marx had predicated the overthrow of capital- 
ism, as time had convincingly demonstrated. 

While the theory of value and surplus value are Marx's explanation of 
the possibility of existence of the capitalistic system, the law of the ac- 
cumulation of capital is his exposition of the causes which must lead to 
the collapse of that system and of the manner in which the collapse 
will come. ... In Marx's theory, socialism will come by way of a con- 
scious class movement on the part of the propertyless laborers, who will 
act advisedly in their own interest and force the revolutionary move- 
ment for their own gain. 

Veblen found, however, that Marx's logic, while impeccable theo- 
retically, was hardly borne out by events. The intensification of 
capitalism brought forth not abject misery and social revolt but a 
trade unionism determined “ to deal with questions of capitalistic 
production and distribution by business methods, to settle the 
problems of working-class employment and livelihood by a system 
of non-political, businesslike bargains/' While this procedure was 
contrary to Marxian theory, the socialists willy-nilly had to deal 
with the trade unions in the hope of gaining a mass following and 
thereby repudiated the doctrine of increasing misery. Much as Veb- 
len admired Marx's profound intellect and much as he sympa- 
thized with his criticism of capitalism, he never became a socialist. 

Veblen developed his own economic theory with singular bril- 
liance. For all its extravagant generalization and invalidated partic- 
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ulars, it remains an extraordinary intellectual achievement and has 
exerted a profound influence on our economic thinking. While his 
use of the term instinct has been effectively criticized by psycholo- 
gists, none has questioned his basic assumption that man's aversion 
to work as work is more a convention than an innate condition. 
His differentiation between the sense of workmanship and pecuni- 
ary activity, stated eloquently in all his major writings, is funda- 
mental to a clear understanding of the nature of our economic so- 
ciety. Similarly significant is his repeated insistence on the disci- 
plinary demands of -the machine process and of their long-run effect 
on industrial workmen. Another of his main contributions is his 
exposition of the anachronistic basis of the natural-rights doc- 
trine; since this doctrine forms the chief means for the perpetua- 
tion of vested interests and absentee ownership, his analysis of its 

unwarranted exploitation for pecuniary advantage has given the 

critics of capitalism their most effective weapon. Equally important 
was his criticism of the antisocial nature of business enterprise, in 
which lie was even more condemnatory than Marx. Doubtless his 
habit of generalization and long-run predictions led him to exag- 
gerate the influence of technology on our thought, but this did 
not invalidate his basic thesis. 

Veblen’s style is characteristic of the man he was: precise yet 
ponderous, incisive yet indirect, witty yet long-winded. So strik- 
ing and so significant were the phrases he coined that many of 
them have entered into our common speech. lie made his most 
cutting thrusts in verbose footnotes, but few readers overlooked 
them. By limiting his examples largely to the archaic past, he was 
able to express a withering contempt for the shams and chicane 
of the present. His polysyllabic jargon, which irritated many of his 
readers, was his deliberate means of speaking his mind without 
suffering the consequences. For he regarded language as “ an in- 
strument of precision ” and used it deliberately to produce specific 
impressions — often intentionally heightening or obfuscating them 
for his own amusement. “Veblen loved producing literary ef- 
fects," wrote Professor Wesley C. Mitchell. “ He was an arch- 
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phrasemaker. He took a naughty delight in making people squirm. 
His aloofness, his objectivity were partly stage make-up.” 

In his later work, however, he felt sufficiently free of academic 
restraint to write simply and directly. Always, even when deliber- 
ately ponderous, he composed with scrupulous care. Although he 
frequently took much space to get going, he rewrote every page 
until it satisfied his hypercritical eye; and he permitted no editor 
to tinker with his sentences even when their elephantine appear- 
ance cried for emendation. He knew what he wanted to say and he 
insisted on saying it in his own particular way. There is no doubt 
that his singular style has deprived him of readers, but he could no 
more change it than he could alter the fiber of his thought. 

Veblen has from the very first attracted ardent disciples — keen 
students who readily perceived the greatness of his intellect. Though 
the orthodox economists tried to ignore him, they could not keep 
his work from their younger liberal colleagues. In time the grow- 
ing number of institutional economists came to regard him as their 
leader. Many prominent publicists, particularly those of liberal 
bent, have given evidence of his influence upon their thought. 
Professor Homan, writing two decades ago, asserted: “ It falls little 
beyond the truth to say that almost all the new leads in economic 
thinking which have been fruitfully followed during the past 
twenty years are in some degree directly traceable to him.” Time 
has not deprived Veblen's ideas of their stimulating quality. In- 
deed, they have become basic to a clear grasp of our economic 
society. The outstanding advocates of the New Deal since 1933 — 
men like Henry A. Wallace, Isador Lubin, and R. G. Tugwell — 
have been close students of Veblen’s writings. And his stature has 
grown accordingly. 
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THE LIBERAL BACKGROUND 


F or a generation and more the crusade against Negro slavery 
had dominated the activities of American liberals. The various 
progressive movements of the 1830’s and 1840’s had been 
almost completely eclipsed by the concentrated Abolitionist effort 
of the succeeding decade. Once the Civil War had ended, however, 
it appeared as if all zeal for reform had died with the slavery issue. 
With the Negroes nominally free, even the extreme Abolitionists — 
Wendell Phillips excepted — acted as if the millennium had ar- 
rived. 

Yet the voice of liberal protest was sorely needed in the years 
following Lee’s surrender, at Appomattox. For the end of chattel 
slavery coincided with the intensification of economic inequality. 
The Civil War had not only stimulated Northern businessmen 
to develop machine industry at an accelerated pace but had also 
enabled bankers to concentrate and control the liquid capital of the 
nation. When peace came, these two groups had the means and 
the techniques for the exploitation of the continent that lay open 
before them. Nor did they hesitate to make the most of their 
boundless opportunities. With an arrogance and callousness that 
matched their energy and enterprise, they established new indus- 
tries, covered the country with a spider web of iron rails, and ex- 
ploited the nation’s vast natural resources — all to their great per- 
sonal advantage. In their compulsive efforts to get rich quick they 
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ruined competitors by ruthless and dishonest means and deceived 
their unsuspecting and helpless customers. To obtain franchises 
and special privileges they bribed legislators and corrupted high 
officials without the least scruple. They did not hesitate to make 
the government serve their private advantage because they be- 
lieved that the state's prime function was to expedite business 
enterprise. “ It was an anarchistic world," wrote Professor Parring- 
ton, “ of strong, capable men, selfish, unenlightened, amoral — an 
excellent example of what human nature will do with undisci- 
plined freedom. In the Gilded Age freedom was the freedom of 
buccaneers preying on the argosies of Spain." 

The farmers were among the early victims of rapacious business- 
men. Unlike those who had lived off the land before i860 — pio- 
neers who had turned to the frontier in their quest for economic 
independence — the Civil War veterans and European immigrants 
who were lured to the virgin prairies by the prospect of a free 
homestead were neither independent nor self-sufficient. Mostly with- 
out means, forced to outfit their farms with capital borrowed at a 
usurious rate of interest, wholly dependent on the railroads for 
the shipment of their crops and on a falling price level for their 
gross income, the large majority of these hard-working farmers 
failed pathetically in their efforts to free themselves of debt. For 
years the objects of exploitation on the part of the railroads and 
the grain elevators, the meat packers, the local bankers and store- 
keepers, they became in effect the drudges of an industrialized 
society. The phrase “ ten-cent corn and ten-percent interest " truly 
expressed their plight. 

It was this harsh adversity that drove the farmers into politics. 
In the early 1870's they turned their Granges, which they had 
founded several years earlier as a nonpolitical and secret social 
organization, into forums, in which much was said against unscru- 
pulous railroads and extortionate bankers. Although natural indi- 
vidualists, they were forced by necessity to turn to the government 
for redress. Their gatherings were not part of an organized revolt 
but the spontaneous and sporadic expression of despair. The 
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Granges quickly multiplied in number and soon counted a million 
and a half members. Their leaders called on the legislatures of 
their respective states for laws curbing monopolies. In 1873 the Illi- 
nois Grange demanded that the despotic railroad, which 44 defies 
our laws, plunders our shippers, impoverishes our people, and cor- 
rupts our government, shall be subdued and made to subserve the 
public interest at whatever cost/' The following year the National 
Grange expressed its strong condemnation of 44 the tyrannies of 
monopolies.” As a consequence of this widespread agitation, state 
after state in the Middle West enacted “Granger” laws regulat- 
ing the railroads and other monopolies. But the federal courts 
quickly nullified most of this legislation on the ground that inter- 
state commerce could be regulated only by the federal government. 
This unforseen blow brought about the precipitous decline of the 
Grange; most of the members, eager for immediate relief, dropped 
away soon after the courts had frustrated their first attempt to ob- 
tain redress by political means. 

Meantime urban liberals, outraged by the corruption that char- 
acterized President Grant's administration, began to consider means 
of purging national politics. They believed that improvements in 
the machinery of government plus upright officials would recap- 
ture the state from 44 the interests ” and again provide equal oppor- 
tunity for all. Led by Carl Schurz, Horace Greeley, Charles Francis 
Adams, Salmon Chase, and others of national prominence, they 
convened in 1872, organized the Liberal Republican party, chose 
Greeley as their Presidential candidate, and campaigned on a plat- 
form of honesty and efficiency in government. But the Grant po- 
litical machine rode over them with the force of a steamroller. The 
young party of reformers failed miserably at the polls. Nevertheless 
the insurgents persevered in their attacks upon political corruption 
and business brigandage. It was largely through their efforts that 
such misfeasances as Credit Mobilier, the Salary Grab, the Whiskey 
Ring, and the Belknap Scandal were exposed to public condemna- 
tion. 
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The panic of 1873 and the subsequent economic depression 
spurred liberals and reformers to intensified activity. Wendell Phil- 
lips spoke out with powerful eloquence against the ill-treatment of 
wage laborers. To save workmen from enforced idleness and suffer- 
ing, which he came to regard as worse than chattel slavery, he was 
ready to abolish the burgeoning system of capitalism. A few labor 
representatives agreed with him. Most liberals, however, were un- 
willing to consider so radical a proposal. Concrete immediate re- 
forms appealed to them most. Because of their deep suspicion of 
bankers and brokers, they were most alarmed by the government's 
deflationary policy. They criticized the resumption of specie pay- 
ments and the continued withdrawal of Greenbacks from circula- 
tion as flagrantly bad measures certain further to squeeze the debt- 
ridden farmers and poor city workers. After considerable discus- 
sion they united to form the Greenback party in time to put a ticket 
in the 1876 campaign, with the patriarchal Peter Cooper at its 
head. In the election two years later the party reached its greatest 
strength, polling nearly a million votes. Powerless, however, to 
effect the social and monetary measures it advocated, it too be- 
gan to decline with the passing of the economic depression at the 
end of the 1870's. 

The grievous poverty of the period called into question the fun- 
damental pattern of our government. Men wanted to know why 
such privation and suffering should exist on a continent blest with 
untold wealth. Where, they asked, was our vaunted equal oppor- 
tunity for all? When President Hayes ordered federal troops to 
break up the railroad strike without troubling to learn the wretched 
conditions which had driven hard-working men to desperate meas- 
ures, Robert Ingersoll spoke for thousands when he condemned 
this use of soldiers against civilians. 

I sympathize with every honest effort made by the children of labor to 
improve their condition. That is a poorly governed country in which 
those who do the most have the least. There is something wrong when 
men are obliged to beg for leave to toil. We are not yet a civilized 
people; when we are, pauperism and crime will vanish from our land. 
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Henry Demarest Lloyd, a Jeffersonian liberal, was the forerunner 
of the 44 muckraking ” journalists of the i(po’s. Unlike E. L. God- 
kin of The Nation , whose liberalism was narrowly Manchesterian 
and whose social criticism was directed more against the vulgarity 
than against the chicane and ruthlessness of the rich, Lloyd was 
profoundly perturbed by the rapacious ruffianism of our leading 
businessmen. Because the Standard Oil Company was the most 
notorious of the firms engaging in unscrupulous practices in the 
1870's, he selected it for special study. What he uncovered turned 
him into a social crusader. The company's unrestrained lawlessness, 
its brutal extermination of honest competitors, its deceitful prac- 
tices — the means which enabled it to reach a production of 
6,000,000 barrels of oil annually and a capitalization of $200,000,000 
in ten years' time — appeared to him as the total negation of the 
principles upon which our nation had been founded. The factual 
article incorporating his findings, published in The Atlantic 
Monthly in 1881, was, in the words of his biographer, 44 a turning 
point in our social history; with it dawned upon Americans the first 
conviction that this industrial development of which we had been 
so proud, was a source, not of strength, but of fatal weakness, and 
that the Republic could no more endure an oligarchy of capitalists 
than an oligarchy of slaveholders." So great was the demand for 
this essay that seven printings of the issue containing it had to be 
ordered in quick succession. Judged by the testimony of Charles 
Edward Russell, the article struck fire in the minds of many Amer- 
icans who cleaved to the ideals of the Declaration of Independ- 
ence. 

Lloyd persevered in his investigation of the criminal methods 
employed by large corporations to ruin competitors and to plunder 
the public. For years he pored over the reports of legislature investi- 
gations, trial records, and court decisions — gathering his data from 
sworn evidence and judicial findings in order to make his indict- 
ment the more devastating. In 1894 he published his monumental 
work on the subject, Wealth Against Commonwealth . Appearing 
during the nadir of a new and severe depression, when armies of 

[347] 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE MILITANT LIBERALS 


hungry unemployed crowded the cities and tramped the country- 
side on the way to Washington, the book emphasized the callous 
cupidity that brought about this human suffering. After present- 
ing a detailed and documented exposition of the manner in which 
the large corporations achieved monopolistic power, Lloyd de- 
clared that the Rockefellers, the Camegies, and the Morgans were 
merely the beneficiaries of a state of mind which confused social 
self-interest with individual self-interest. Ever since Adam Smith 
we had assumed that these two interests were in effect identical — 
that the individual's pursuit of personal gain would inevitably 
benefit society as a whole. In practice, however, capitalist enter- 
prise has tended to encourage selfishness and to thwart the pursuit 
of the common good. 

In industry we have been substituting all the mean passions that can 
set man against man in place of the irresistible power of brotherhood. 

. . . We have overworked the self-interest of the individual. The line 
of conflict between individual and social is a progressive one of the dis- 
covery of point after point in which the two are identical. 

Grasping businessmen, however, have accepted the principle of 
“ the public be damned." They have regarded themselves as re- 
sponsible to none but themselves. 

Without restraint of culture, experience, the pride, or even the inher- 
ited caution of class or rank, these men, intoxicated, think they are the 
wave instead of the float, and that they have created the business which 
has created them. 

Yet their arrogance cannot stay the tide of social progress. For all 
their concentration of power they cannot indefinitely escape the 
wrath of an outraged people. “ Monopoly is business at the end of 
its journey. It has got there. The irrepressible conflict is now as dis- 
tinctly with business as the issue so lately met was with slavery." 
As a sanguine liberal Lloyd had no doubt of the outcome. But he 
knew that it could be achieved only when the mass of mankind 
understood the issue and insisted on the establishment of a self- 
interest that identified the individual with society. “ The new self- 
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interest will remam unenforced in business until we invent the 
forms by which the vast multitudes who have been gathered to- 
gether in modem production can organize themselves into a peo- 
ple there as in government/' 

Wealth Against Commonwealth was read by thousands with 
the excited interest which a pirate adventure story arouses. It easily 
withstood the attacks of the lawyers and lackeys of the businesses 
it pilloried. Yet it attained onlv a mite of the effect one might have 
expected. The large middle class, upon whom changes in govern- 
mental policy largely depended, was horrified by Lloyd’s arraign- 
ment of big business but was loath to accept the alternative of social 
democracy. The book, however, became a quarry and a source of 
inspiration for the succeeding generation of liberals, and thus 
became a milestone on the road to social reform. 

The poor and disgruntled farmers were indifferent to the advo- 
cates of civil service reform and were distrustful of, if not hostile to, 
Henry George's single tax, but they readily followed the critics of 
monopolies and banks. When the Grange and the Greenback party 
failed them, they flocked to the Farmers Alliance. The aim of this 
organization was to improve the lot of its members and to right 
pressing social wrongs. Its leaders argued that while the railroads 
and banks and industries prospered, farmers were the victims of 
“ some extrinsic baleful influence they, “ the bone and sinew of 
the nation," the producers of the largest bulk of necessities, were 
receiving a mere pittance in return. The restless and discontented, 
wrote Professor John D. Hicks, “ voiced their sentiments more and 
fled from them less. Hence arose the veritable chorus of denuncia- 
tion directed against those individuals and those corporations who 
considered only their own advantage without regard to the effect 
their actions might have upon the farmer and his interests." This 
critical attitude among farmers served to stimulate interest in the 
Alliance groups, both in the South and in the West. Lopal branches 
soon united into statewide organizations and in 1882 they formed 
a national Farmers Alliance. Thereafter membership rose from 
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100,000 to 2,000,000 in 1890, when the Alliance reached its peak of 
activity and influence. 

Throughout the i88o’s farmers, like the city-dwelling workers, 
were becoming increasingly class-conscious. It was a decade noted 
on the one hand for the rapid growth of big business and on the 
other for such evidences of discontent as Lloyd’s articles against 
monopolies, the publication and popularity of Progress and Pov- 
erty and Looking Backward , the strikes which culminated in the 
Haymarket hysteria, the Anti-Monopoly party in 1884, and the 
National Union Labor party in 1888. Each of these events furthered 
the farmers’ interest in politics. Poverty and continued debt made 
them more vociferous in their demands for help from government 
agencies. Frederick Jackson Turner stated that by 1890 "the de- 
fenses of the pioneer democrat began to shift from free land to 
legislation, from the ideal of individualism to the ideal of social 
control through regulation by law.” In the 1890 elections the Alli- 
ance sent two of its members to the Senate, eight to the House, 
and scores to state legislatures. Many other elected officials, partic- 
ularly in the South, while nominally of the major parties, were 
openly in sympathy with Alliance demands. 

The next logical step was greater political concentration. Alliance 
leaders in the West and South, roused by the widespread dissatis- 
faction among their followers, became sharply insistent in their 
demands for reform. Mary Elizabeth Lease of Kansas, famous for 
her advice to farmers to raise less corn and more hell, expressed the 
sentiments of many thousands when she declared: "We want 
money, land and transportation. We want the abolition of Na- 
tional Banks, and we want the power to make loans direct from 
the government. We want the accursed foreclosure system wiped 
out.” " Sockless ” Jerry Simpson, another popular agitator, was 
especially vehement in his attacks on the railroads because of their 
large land holdings. An admirer of Henry George, he argued that 
" man must have access to land or he is a slave. The man who owns 
the earth, owns the people, for they must buy the privilege of liv- 
ing on his earth.” Leaders of even greater eminence were James B. 
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Weaver, who had been the Greenback Presidential candidate in 
1880 and who was generally trusted by those who sought reforms 
rather than a revolution; Ignatius Donnelly of Minnesota, an out- 
standing orator and versatile politician; William A. Peffer, Senator 
from Kansas; and Ben Tillman, L. L. Polk, and Thomas E. Watson 
— popular liberal spokesmen for the agricultural South. 

In 1891 these and other representatives of Farmers Alliance 
groups met at a preliminary session in Cincinnati for the purpose of 
uniting their forces in the coming election. After many efforts at 
conciliation and combination, they agreed to hold an organiza- 
tional meeting at an early date. This convention took place in St. 
Louis the following February. Delegates from twenty-two organ- 
izations, including a number of Congressmen from the major par- 
ties, sang and shouted their acclaim of the newly formed People's 
party. The rostrum, according to a current periodical, “ was filled 
with leaders of the Alliance, the Knights of Labor, the single tax 
people, the Prohibitionists, the Anti-Monopolists, the People's 
party, the Reform Press, and the Women's Alliance." On the 
Fourth of July Populist delegates from nearly every state in the 
Union convened in Omaha to prepare a platform and nominate the 
national candidates. They were an evangelical, solemn, idealistic 
body of dissident reformers. “ We believe," they asserted in their 
platform, “ that the time has come when railroad corporations will 
either own the people or the people must own the railroads." In 
addition they demanded the government ownership of the tele- 
graph and telephone lines, government loans to farmers at low 
rates of interest, the free coinage of silver at the ratio of 16 to 1, a 
graduated income tax, the reduction of the tariff, postal savings 
banks, shorter hours of labor, the popular election of Senators, and 
the adoption of the initiative and referendum. Although most of 
these planks have since been incorporated into our fundamental 
political pattern without in the least affecting our form of govern- 
ment, they seemed truly revolutionary to the conservatives of 1892 
and were denounced as such by the leaders of both major parties. 
The Populist campaign was extremely vigorous. In the Western 
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states numerous speakers, headed by the Presidential candidate 
Weaver, were received with enthusiastic approval. The aggravated 
Negro problem, however, kept most of the Southern farmers within 
the Democratic fold. When the votes were counted in November, 
Weaver's share exceeded a million. Populist voters had also elected 
three Senators, ten Congressmen, four governors, and 345 state 
legislators. 

The economic depression which ushered President Cleveland 
into his second term of office only intensified the wretched condi- 
tion of the poor farmers and laborers. Nor were they mollified by 
the government's apparent indifference to their plight. In the 1894 
state elections this discontent was evidenced by a greatly increased 
vote for the Populist candidates — about a million and a half in all. 
Populist leaders were in a sanguine mood and began to plan for 
the national election two years hence. On the eve of the cam- 
paign their executive committee boldly declared that the main 
issue confronting the nation was the struggle between the people 
and big business. 

There arc but two sides in the conflict that is being waged in this coun- 
try today. On the one side arc the allied hosts of monopolies, the money 
power, great trusts and railroad corporations, who seek the enactment 
of laws to benefit them and impoverish the people. On the other side 
are the farmers, laborers, merchants, and all others who produce wealth 
and bear the burdens of taxation. . . . Between the two there is no 
middle ground. 

The tide of events, however, made naught of the hopes of the 
radical Populists. Always eager for a plausible panacea, the mass of 
farmers and small merchants were readily persuaded by the silver 
advocates that their salvation lay in a reformed currency system. 
The immense popularity of W. H. Harvey's Corn's Financial 
School , which appeared in 1894 and contained a simplified exposi- 
tion of the free-silver doctrine, proved a godsend to the bimetallist 
politicians. Shrewdly nurtured by them, the currency issue soon as- 
sumed first place in the minds of the majority of the people west 
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and south of the Alleghenies. H. D. Lloyd, who was an ardent 
radical Populist, protested that free silver was becoming the cow- 
bird of the reform movement and was laying its eggs in the nest 
painstakingly built by the proponents of genuine liberalism. But his 
voice remained a cry in the wilderness. Another blow to the Popu- 
lists was the refusal of co-operation by the young and lusty Ameri- 
can Federation of Labor on the ground that inflation would bring 
higher wages. Equally serious was the unresolved Negro question 
which was plaguing Southern insurgents and forcing them to re- 
main within the Democratic party. Confronted by these difficulties 
and confused by internal dissent, the Populists committed the fatal 
error of postponing their national convention until the major par- 
ties had held theirs. After Altgeld and Bryan had captured control 
of the Democratic party and committed it to silver reform as well 
as to a thoroughly progressive platform, the Populists had no alter- 
native but to align themselves with Bryan and become a mere fac- 
tion of the unsuccessful older party. 

It should be noted that such outstanding radicals and reformers 
as Henry George, Edward Bellamy, W. P. D. Bliss of the Chris- 
tian Socialists, Victor Berger, and Eugene V. Debs worked enthusi- 
astically for the success of the Democratic ticket. The platform, 
which Godkin denounced as anarchistic, was indeed a revolutionary 
document in that it expressed a people’s declaration of economic 
independence against plutocracy. That Bryan was not the leader 
to establish it as the law of the land was evident to those who were 
not completely hypnotized by his mellifluent oratory. But its prin- 
cipal proposals, for which Altgeld was mainly responsible, had only 
to wait for the march of democracy to catch up with them. 

Big business, temporarily frightened but doubly secure in vic- 
tory, accelerated its rate of combination and expansion, with the 
blessing of the McKinley administration. The economic stimulus 
given by the Spanish-American War opened worldwide vistas to 
the business venturers bent on completing the circle of financial 
enterprise. Dollar diplomacy abroad and a free hand at home 
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cleared the way for their manipulations. John Chamberlain de- 
clared that around 1900 “ the United States was definitely com- 
mitted to the welfare pf plutocracy.” This policy was ratified by 
the people on election day, when they voted down Bryan's second 
endeavor to gain the Presidency. 

Yet the great wave of Populism, while it broke vainly against the 
walls of chicane and reefs of gold adroitly constructed by the astute 
Marcus A. Hanna, did not recede without leaving agitated pools 
of liberalism behind. Everywhere, and particularly west of the Alle- 
ghenies, men without number could not forget the vision of the 
democratic apocalypse which had stirred them deeply and which, 
even in adversity, continued to brighten their hearts. And wherever 
they could find a strong leader they persevered with him towards 
the gates of victory. Professor H. U. Faulkner stated that whereas 
Altgeld was the only notable liberal state executive in the 1890's, 
“ within a decade of Altgeld's retirement to private life amidst a 
storm of abuse, the people of the various states were placing in the 
gubernatorial chairs men whose schemes of reform were more radi- 
cal than Altgeld's.” The most eminent of these progressives was 
Robert M. La Follette, who became governor of Wisconsin in 
1900. His radical reforms in the fields of public utilities, education, 
taxation, industry, and labor, transformed Wisconsin into the 
most liberal state in the Union. 

Equally significant were the eddies of revolt in a number of cities. 
For decades American urban centers had been notoriously honey- 
combed with political graft. Again and again improvised parties of 
reform failed to budge the entrenched bosses from their control 
of the corrupted city governments. In the 1890's, however, civic 
reformers began to gain victories at the polls. One of the first of 
these notable liberals was Hazen S. Pingree who, as mayor of De- 
troit and governor of Michigan, had for a decade fought the public 
utilities openly and effectively. In 1897 Toledo chose as mayor 
“ Golden Rule ” Samuel M. Jones, a wealthy sucker-rod manufac- 
turer who had turned Tolstoyan and practised the teachings of 
Christ with a stubborn perseverance which antagonized the rich 
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and respectable citizens but which won him the devotion of the 
poor and lowly voters. It was these simple folk, who knew a friend 
when they saw one, who kept him in office till he died in 1904; 
after which they voted Brand Whitlock, his secretary and successor, 
into office, till he begged off after his fourth term. In neighboring 
Cleveland, Tom L. Johnson became in 1901, according to Lincoln 
Steffens, “ the best mayor of the best governed city in the United 
States/' Johnson, like Jones, was a successful businessman before 
he became a reformer. “ We ourselves have created monopoly by 
law/' he argued, echoing Henry George, his mentor. “ Take away 
special privilege, and competition will reappear/' Johnson fought 
vigorously against the monopolies, and he too was re-elected again 
and again in the face of powerful opposition on the part of the 
“ best ” citizens. And his distinguished successor, Newton D. 
Baker, likewise maintained a reform administration. 

Throughout the 1900's social reform received its greatest sup- 
port from a group of editors and journalists whose sensational re- 
ports of business chicane and political corruption kept the nation 
on edge from month to month. These writers, termed “ muck- 
rakers '' by President Theodore Roosevelt in 1906 in a vain effort 
to discredit them, were motivated by the traditional concepts of 
American democracy. They assumed that men in the mass were 
essentially good and that it was only necessary to expose wrongs for 
them to be righted by the might of public indignation. 

Lincoln Steffens was the most eminent of these muckrakers. His 
articles on bosses and boodle — penetrating expositions of the poli- 
tics which came to be known as “ invisible government ” — written 
in a clear and urbane style, made him the most influential jour- 
nalist of the period. Ida Tarbell brought Lloyd's study of the Stand- 
ard Oil Company up to date, and her book indicted the Rockefeller 
corporation with a finality unshaken by its adroit apologists. James 
Howard Bridge's The Inside History of the Carnegie. Steel Com- 
pany , which appeared concurrently with the Tarbell chapters on 
Standard Oil in 1902, was equally objective and damnatory. It was 
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not long before the flagrantly rapacious practices of other large 
companies were described in ugly detail by such conscientious jour- 
nalists as Ray Stannard Baker, Samuel Hopkins Adams, Mark Sul- 
livan, and Charles Edward Russell. 

While even the staid “ quality ” magazines succumbed during 
the 1900’s to the general demand for articles of exposure and 
criticism, the periodicals most closely identified with muckraking 
were McClure’s , Munsey s 7 Everybody’s, The Arena, American 
Magazine , Leslie’s (later the Cosmopolitan ), and Collier’s . Im- 
provements in printing and lithography, which enabled publishers 
to reduce the price of the monthlies to ten cents a copy, put these 
journals within the reach of a large public. Time and again the 
publication of an important article brought a periodical hundreds 
of thousands of new readers. To keep these enormous gains, editors 
vied with one another in the quality as well as the sensational nature 
of their reading matter. S. S. McClure led the field by going to great 
expense in obtaining the best writers and by his insistence on a 
“ high degree of truthfulness, accuracy, and interest ” in the articles 
he published. The phenomenal popularity of his magazine spurred 
rival publishers to similar activity and to seek new fields of ex- 
ploitation. 

In 1904 both Collier’s and The Ladies’ Home Journal began a 
campaign against patent medicines which exposed the fraudulent 
nature of these quack nostrums. At about the same time Charles 
Edward Russell began his series of articles on the criminal prac- 
tices of the meat packers. Upton Sinclair’s sensational novel, The 
Jungle , climaxed the public revulsion against the producers of rot- 
ten food. The agitation for a pure food and drug act, for years car- 
ried on in vain by public-spirited doctors and scientists, suddenly 
forced itself upon a recalcitrant Congress with such irresistible 
clamor that the measure was made the law of the land despite the 
powerful lobbying of the affected corporations. Also in 1904 Every- 
body’s began to print Thomas W. Lawson's chapters from Frenzied 
Finance , which described in sensational detail the fraudulent ma- 
nipulations of some of the leading bankers and businessmen of the 
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day. The enormou* popularity of this series for a time made the 
monthly the most widely read of the magazines. Life insurance and 
the railroads were next placed in the pillory by the muckrakers. 
These articles brought about public investigations and enabled La 
Follette, now in the Senate, to ram through the Hepburn bill for 
the revitalization of the Interstate Commerce Commission. It was 
with David Graham Phillips's papers on “ The Treason of the 
Senate/' which began to appear in Hears t’s Cosmopolitan in 1906, 
that the literature of exposure reached its most sensational effective- 
ness. Although the series was suddenly stopped and was never re- 
printed in book form, it generated such public indignation that the 
citadel of reaction was forced wide open and the constitutional 
amendment favoring the popular election of Senators was made 
inevitable. 

Phillips's uncompromising assault upon the most strongly en- 
trenched supporters of big business initiated a counterattack upon 
muckraking and reform. Conservative editors, preachers, and poli- 
ticians began to confuse the issues and to vilify the aggressive lib- 
erals. Businessmen set out to intimidate the popular periodicals by 
threatening to withdraw their advertising, and in several instances 
they gained control of editorial policy by outright purchase. The 
American News Company added its weight against the progressive 
monthlies by impeding their newsstand sale. As a result one after 
another of the muckraking magazines disappeared or changed its 
editorial policy. 

Equally decisive was the fact that the writers themselves were 
losing their zeal for the public good. Most of them were true free- 
lances. While a few of them became socialists and did their best 
work after that, the majority lacked the inspiration of a strict politi- 
cal philosophy. All of them were exposed to constant pressure, if not 
coercion — and sooner or later they could not but grow tired and 
gravitate towards safety and comfort. John Chamberlain described 
their position succinctly when he remarked that Lincoln Steffens's 
“ generation tried valiantly, throughout the fifteen-year period of 
the quest for social justice, to understand plutocratic, industrial, 
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monopolistic America by means of Jeffersonian, agrarian, individu- 
alistic shibboleths/' It remained for the generation of liberals after 
them to adjust Jeffersonian democracy to monopolistic industrial- 
ism and bring forth the doctrine of the New Deal. 

The writings of the muckrakcrs, especially of Lincoln Steffens, 
helped to keep public interest in politics at the boiling point. In 
city after city, large and small, in many states, and in the nation as 
a whole, voters were sufficiently provoked by the exposures of graft 
and special privileges to unite in a determined effort to clean up 
corrupt government. A number of boss-ridden administrations were 
driven out and replaced by reformers and public-spirited business- 
men. Where the elected officials were honest, progressive and ener- 
getic — mayors like Brand Whitlock and Newton D. Baker, gov- 
ernors like Joseph W. Folk of Missouri and Hiram Johnson of 
California, and Senators like La Follette of Wisconsin and Albert 
Beveridge of Indiana — they served the people well and protected 
them from the anti-social aims of big business. Even more numer- 
ous, however, were those officials who meant well but who had 
neither the strength nor the idealism to stand up against the in- 
sidious maneuvers of the professional politicians and suave lobby- 
ists. 

Throughout the 1900' s Theodore Roosevelt, first as President 
and then as elder statesman, posed as the nation's leading liberal. 
A man of wide culture, at once an advocate of social reform and a 
practical politician, a colossal egoist who despised the selfish rich, 
gifted with a zest for the strenuous life and a coiner of striking 
phrases, he employed a combination of evasive compromise and 
bold statement to further his assumed role as a champion of the 
people. This he was not. Although his accomplishments while Pres- 
ident were not so insignificant as some of his critics have main- 
tained— time tends to tarnish achievements which at first seem 
lustrous — they do not measure up to his claim for them. He was 
clear-sighted enough to know when to bow to an inevitable reform, 
but his letters and his behavior during the last few years of his life 
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mark him, not as the genuine liberal, but as a politician who loved 
popularity more than the people. 

President Taft's aloofness and his respect for the established or- 
der of things kept him from succeeding his mentor as leader of the 
liberal Republicans. Although he adhered closely to his constitu- 
tional conception of public welfare and furthered legislation that 
compared favorably with that enacted during Roosevelt's adminis- 
tration, he early antagonized the men who worked for the liberaliza- 
tion of American government. The voters in the 1910 election 
further weakened his authority by sending a Democratic majority 
to Congress. His estrangement from Roosevelt, who was playing 
shrewd politics, also added to his general unpopularity. Early in 
1912 it became evident that Roosevelt and not Taft was the choice 
of the Republican majority. When the political bosses forced the 
renomination of the latter, the large number of liberal delegates 
bolted the convention, organized the Progressive party, and nomi- 
nated Roosevelt with an enthusiasm that reminded many of the 
early Populist gatherings. 

The Progressive party was indeed the People's party in a new 
dress. Their platforms were essentially alike. Both denounced the 
corrupt condition of the old parties and urged the return to popular 
government; both favored greater control of business and measures 
intended to benefit laborers and farmers. Roosevelt endorsed every 
plank and exhorted the people to strengthen his hand at Armaged- 
don — but primarily as a means to political victory. For he had only 
a vague understanding of political theory and only a tithe of the 
deep faith in the people which Senator La Follette, who had re- 
fused to accept his leadership, possessed in natural abundance. It 
was Roosevelt's opportunistic attitude that enabled him, without 
a change of heart, to acclaim in 1912 the reforms which sixteen 
years earlier he had decried as anarchistic and un-American — and 
which he discarded readily enough when the outbreak of war in 
1914 altered the social atmosphere. 

Roosevelt and La Follette had repelled each other from the first. 
While one gave his heart and mind to the cause of social welfare 
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and fought the reactionaries in the Senate with a stubborn per- 
sistence which beat down all opposition, the other could not even 
appreciate such dogged devotion to an ideal. 

La Follette [John Chamberlain pointed out] was deeds and words in 
close tandem; Roosevelt was words — and an occasional deed for the 
sake of the record, or to save face. La toilette was a man who sought 
to make strict economic analysis the basis of his laws; he never talked 
without facts, the best available facts, and the University of Wis- 
consin faculty came, characteristically enough, to replace the lobby in 
his home state. 

When Roosevelt, eager for the Presidential nomination on a reg- 
ular or insurgent ticket, induced the liberal Republicans to follow 
him rather than La Follette, their rightful leader, the latter chose 
to remain with the Republican party. 

In the thrce-comcrcd race in 1912 Taft was ignominiously de- 
feated, running far behind Roosevelt, and Woodrow Wilson won 
the election by a minority vote. The Progressives were jubilant in 
defeat because their strong showing presaged victory in the near 
future. But they did not take cognizance of their leader’s attitude. 
Defeat had dampened Roosevelt’s enthusiasm for social reform: he 
was not eager to act the crusader except as a means to political 
success. In 1913 he left for Brazil and gave complete charge of the 
party’s affairs to George W. Perkins, a Morgan partner and Wall 
Street trader who had become associated with the Progressives. 
According to Harold L. Ickes, Perkins held the party “ in the hol- 
low of his hand ” and kept it from capitalizing on the popular en- 
thusiasm it had generated during the campaign. Nor did he relin- 
quish his control after Roosevelt’s return, and he further weakened 
the party by his desultory leadership during the 1914 election. From 
that time till the political conventions in 1916 Perkins maneuvered 
for a reunited Republican party — with Roosevelt as its standard- 
bearer if feasible and with a compromise candidate if necessary. 
Roosevelt abetted these tactics by his obvious indifference to the 
fate of the party which he had brought into being. And his refusal 
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to accept the renomination, made by acclaim despite Perkins's op- 
position, deeply disillusioned his followers and caused the quick 
disintegration of the Progressive party. 

If the liberal Republicans were thwarted by defective leadership, 
the Jeffersonian Democrats were led to victory by a man who fa- 
thered a remarkably progressive body of legislation which in all 
likelihood exceeded by far the reforms Roosevelt might have pro- 
moted. Under Wilson's firm guidance Congress lowered the tariff, 
improved and broadened the currency and banking systems, passed 
the anti-trust Clayton Act, established a Federal Trade Commis- 
sion to supervise business practices, enacted favorable labor laws, 
and provided lower interest rates to farmers by means of the Farm 
Loan Act. This was his “New Freedom — the fruition of long 
agitation for a more equitable distribution of the country's boun- 
ties. 

We arc going to climb the slow road [he declared in 1913] until it 
reaches some upland where the air is fresher, where the whole talk of 
mere politicians is stilled, where men can look in each other’s faces and 
sec that there is nothing to conceal; and whence, looking over the road, 
we shall see at last that we have fulfilled our promise to mankind. We 
had' said to the world “America was created to break every kind of 
monopoly, and to set men free, upon a footing of equality " and now we 
have proved that we have meant it. 

Wilson realized his program of reform because he sincerely be- 
lieved in the necessity of these measures and had the ability to 
channel the prevailing progressive mood of the people in the direc- 
tion of a heedful Congress. But the outbreak of war in Europe in 
1914 forced him to concern himself more and more with interna- 
tional affairs and military preparedness. Not the welfare but the 
safety of the nation became his chief care. In the process his eco- 
nomic liberalism yielded to the ideal of world security. The carnage 
across the Atlantic inspired him to seek ways and means of making 
future wars impossible. For this noble purpose he agreed to bring 
the United States into the war — a war to end war and make the 
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world safe for democracy. Once the die was cast, victory over the 
enemy became his major pursuit. He was so possessed by the lofty 
ideals for which he believed the war was being fought that he 
stopped at nothing in his efforts towards their realization. Although 
a great many liberals, blinded by the brilliance of his rhetoric and 
unable to meet stubborn facts face to face, eagerly joined him in 
the crusade against Prussianism, he insisted on complete national 
unanimity. “ Woe to the man or group of men,” he warned in 1917, 
“ that seeks to stand in our way in this day of high resolution.” The 
more amenable critics he silenced by taking them into the govern- 
ment; the handful of pacifists and radicals who dared to question 
the wisdom of his actions he persecuted without mercy. 

Never in the history of this country were civil liberty and the 
basic rights of the individual so cruelly and arbitrarily violated as 
during Wilson’s second administration. The high idealism of his 
speeches contrasted strangely with his increasingly intolerant con- 
tempt for the freedom of conscience and opinion guaranteed by the 
Constitution. And what he did on a lofty plane and out of principle, 
the bureaucrats under him emulated with stupid brutality. Consci- 
entious objectors were not merely imprisoned but tortured. Espio- 
nage and sedition laws, enacted at Wilson’s request, enabled the 
Department of Justice to force long prison terms on men and 
women for the mere expression of dissident opinion. Newspapers 
and magazines that printed anti-war material were barred from the 
mails and their editors tried for sedition. Mass raids were staged 
in crowded streets and at packed meetings on the pretense of catch- 
ing a few draft evaders. Aliens who were suspected of radical views 
were hounded and jailed and many of them were deported without 
regard to family ties and personal hardship. Radical unions such 
as the Industrial Workers of the World were persecuted and dis- 
rupted. The Bolshevik Revolution in Russia helped to initiate a 
“ Red ” scare which was exploited by various dominant groups to 
serve their own ends. Thus Southerners used it to keep down Ne- 
groes whom the war had made restless; employers exaggerated the 
communist bogey in order to weaken labor unions; and members 
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of the American Legion turned upon radicals as scapegoats for their 
postwar discontent. All in all, the years 1917-21 became the most 
illiberal period in our history. 

Yet American democracy was too deeply rooted in the spirit of 
the nation to suffer permanently from the violent blast of war. 
Even as the squall of reaction blew over the land, forthright lib- 
erals clung fast to the ideals of the Declaration of Independence. 
The Civil Liberties Bureau, headed by Roger Baldwin and Albert 
De Silver, fought valiantly to safeguard the rights of innocent indi- 
viduals. The editors of The New Republic headed by Herbert 
Croly, although among the early advocates of war on Germany in 
the belief that the defeat of the Kaiser would strengthen the forces 
of liberalism the world over, struggled persistently, if ineffectually, 
against the flood of reaction which they had helped to unloose. 
Oswald Garrison Villard, pacifist individualist, bought The Nation 
in 1918 and converted it into an outspoken and comprehensive 
medium of liberal protest. At about the same time Francis Neilson, 
Albert Jay Nock, Van Wyck Brooks, and others began to issue The 
Freeman , perhaps the best written and certainly the most refined 
and genteel of the weeklies, for the purpose of expounding the prin- 
ciples of philosophic anarchism and the single tax. In the 1920 elec- 
tion campaign leading liberals formed the Committee of Forty- 
Eight to reaffirm the ideals of democracy in the midst of a hys- 
terical witch-hunt; and although their Presidential candidate, P. P. 
Christensen, polled a pitifully small vote, their speakers and liter- 
ature did bring the message of freedom and human rights to the 
attention of many thousands. Meantime a number of dissatisfied 
farmers in North Dakota and neighboring states organized the Non- 
Partisan League on Populistic principles. In the 1918 elections they 
sent more than two hundred of their representatives to the legis- 
latures of five states and later boasted of a Senator, a governor, and 
several Congressmen. 

After several years of Harding “ normalcy/' during which time 
liberalism was eclipsed by postwar prosperity, the glaring corrup- 
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tion of his administration again stirred the conscience of honest 
citizens. Although politics was eschewed by the millions who were 
for the first time riding in their own automobiles, tinkering with 
their radio receiving sets, or dreaming of getting rich by speculating 
in stocks, enough Americans were concerned for the future of their 
country to want to do something about it. The availability of the 
aging La Follette induced these democrats to convene for the pur- 
pose of nominating him for the Presidency on a third-party ticket. 
Progressives, farmers, workers, and even socialists united to carry 
the banner of insurgency to the White House. Their platform was 
Populism brought up to date, and the campaign was carried on with 
gusto and sanguine militancy. But the political climate was decid- 
edly unfavorable to change. Most voters preferred 44 Coolidge 
prosperity*’ to La Follette liberalism. Although the Wisconsin 
Senator received nearly five million votes, the overwhelming ma- 
jority clung to the fleshpots of the Republican status quo. 

The great financial boom of the late 1920’s was followed by the 
severest depression in our history. President Hoover’s administra- 
tion, as confused and credulous as the bankers and industrialists 
whose advice it heeded, and forever seeing prosperity “ around the 
corner,” was inclined to let matters drift on the assumption that 
sooner or later things were bound to improve. By 1932 the depres- 
sion reached bottom and eagerness for change was so strong and 
widespread that the Democratic candidate, Franklin Delano Roose- 
velt, was elected by an overwhelming majority. 

Roosevelt’s New Deal program was composed of many of the 
planks of the 1896 Altgeld platform. Both men had indeed one 
purpose: to restore the government to the people and to give them 
a more equitable share of the national income. An unprecedented 
crisis confronted Roosevelt at the very outset, and he acted with such 
dispatch and determination, and with such disregard for the accus- 
tomed amenities towards big business, that he quickly banished 
fear and dejection and effected a definite economic upswing. Even 
more important was his affirmation that it was the function of the 
government to stimulate employment and to assist those in need. 
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In a very real sense the New Deal brought to copious fruition the 
desires and dreams of generations of liberal Americans. Although it 
did not achieve the millennium, it brought about a greater measure 
of social democracy than many of the Grangers and Populists and 
Progressives had thought feasible. Within an extraordinarily brief 
period it placed on the federal statute books laws which stabilized 
and strengthened our credit and banking systems, safeguarded bank 
deposits, and protected innocent investors; gave labor the right to 
organize and to deal with employers on an equal footing; relieved 
farmers of their economic burdens and insecurity; provided work for 
the unemployed and educationally productive activity for the idle 
youth; initiated the TV A as a yardstick for cheaper power and the 
improvement of our land resources; stimulated better and abundant 
housing by means of easier loans and lower interest rates; and in- 
stituted social insurance against unemployment, old age, and other 
types of insecurity. By these and other similar measures the New 
Deal has gone about as far as is possible under our capitalistic 
system of government towards the realization of the liberal princi- 
ples of democracy advocated by progressive Americans from Jeffer- 
son to Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 

The three chapters that follow are devoted to representative 
spokesmen for liberalism. More than any other political leader of 
his day Governor Altgeld fought for justice and equality when other 
powerful Americans were willing to wink at violations of these in- 
alienable rights in their common scramble for wealth and prestige. 
Lincoln Steffens led his fellow journalists in a campaign for clean 
politics and fair dealing in business; but he early came to believe 
that reform was necessarily ineffective because it did not dry up the 
source of all political corruption and economic inequality — special 
privilege. Randolph Bourne, eloquent interpreter of idealistic 
youth, held fast to his vision of the American promise at a time 
when most liberals yielded to the temptation of saving the world 
by martial means. In the lives and thoughts of these three men are 
embodied the aims and ideals of modern American liberalism. 
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PIONEER PROGRESSIVE 


J ohn Peter Altceld was the most reviled man of his generation. 
Nearly all of the country’s newspapers and journals of opinion 
and many of the nation’s leading citizens at one time or another 
exhausted the Billingsgate dictionary in their vituperative attacks 
upon him. In the minds of millions of people his name was synony- 
mous with anarchy and depravity for a decade. Yet Altgeld with- 
stood all abuse with the courage of a man who knew he was doing 
right. Moreover, his uncompromising persistence and political pro- 
ficiency scattered his enemies and planted the ideals of social lib- 
eralism in the field of national government. He was indeed the first 
American in high office to denounce the greed of monopolies and 
the graft of politicians and to proclaim the reforms needed to 
bring back social justice to our newly industrialized nation. And 
while he died a poor and broken man and became the “ forgotten 
eagle” of the succeeding generation, the logic of history must 
sooner or later place his name close to that of his illustrious fellow 
Illinoisiau Abraham Lincoln. 

Like Lincoln, Altgeld was bom and reared in poverty and made 
his way to the highest office within his reach by sheer ability and 
strength of character. He was an infant of three months when his 
parents brought him here from Germany in the spring of 1848. The 
family settled on a farm near Mansfield, Ohio, where Mrs. Alt- 
geld's brothers had already established themselves. Although Mr. 
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Altgeld was a hard-working farmer and plied his trade as wagon 
maker in addition, he was unable to earn more than a bare living. 
He was a harsh and bigoted man, a strict disciplinarian, and was 
satisfied to have his children remain on his own low level. Since 
John Peter was his eldest son, he had him help on the farm from 
his earliest years. At the age of thirteen the boy was doing a man's 
share in the field and the chores of the farm as well. He had very 
little schooling but early showed a marked eagerness for reading. 
Years after his death his friend Charles A. Towne testified: 
“ Throughout his life he showed the results of this early experi- 
ence; and while, as a lawyer and public man, he carried on exten- 
sive and careful special studies, his reading continued wide and var- 
ious, storing his mind with useful incidental knowledge. He be- 
came one of the best-read men I have ever known." 

The outbreak of the Civil War wakened John Peter's patriotism. 
Too young to fight, he eagerly followed the battles from afar. In 
1864, wh en only sixteen, he enlisted as a substitute for one of the 
Ohio Home Guards. Of the hundred dollars he received as a bonus 
he gave his father ninety. While patrolling the swampland along 
the James River he contracted a fever which kept him at the field 
hospital for a fortnight and from which he was to suffer recurrently 
in later years. After a hundred days of service his regiment was 
mustered out and he returned home. 

Life on the farm now became increasingly irksome to him. His 
social horizon having been widened by a visit to the nation's capital 
and by stories of adventure told by his fellow soldiers, he began 
to chafe at the German parochialism of his home environment. He 
read a great deal about American life and was strongly attracted by 
Jefferson's character and by his social and political ideals. Much 
against his father's will John Peter insisted on attending the Mans- 
field high school for a term and later Gailey's seminary in near-by 
Lexington. Once equipped to teach school, he did so for two years 
at thirty-five dollars a month and gave most of the money to his 
father. At twenty-one he fell in love with Emma Ford, a fellow 
teacher, but her father objected to him because of his poverty. 
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Thereupon the disappointed youth went westward in search of his 
fortune. 

He worked his way along from farm to farm, with a brief inter- 
lude as a railroad section-hand in Arkansas, where he was laid low 
with a virulent recurrence of fever. Finally, ill and penniless, he 
reached the small town of Savannah, Missouri. There his eagerness 
to work impressed people favorably. In a short time he was teaching 
school and helping on a farm by day and studying law at night. In 
1871 he was admitted to the bar and the next year he became city 
attorney. To hide a slight harelip as well as to add to his official 
dignity he now grew a beard. In another two years he was suffi- 
ciently established in the community to receive the nomination 
and to be elected as state attorney for the county on a combined 
Democrat-Granger ticket. In the campaign he first articulated his 
liberal views. Addressing Granger audiences, he denounced the 
violators of Jeffersonian social justice. The work of public prosecu- 
tor did not prove congenial to him, however, and late in 1875 he 
resigned his office and left Savannah for Chicago. 

Altgeld was twenty-eight years old when he arrived in the Illinois 
metropolis to begin his career anew. He knew no one in the large 
bustling city. The first thing he did was to rent an office for six 
months with half of his hundred dollars of capital. To save expenses 
he made part of it his living quarters as well. After several months 
of increasing hardship he began to attract the notice of other law- 
yers and to get a few clients. Intensive work and a keen power of 
analysis helped him win cases which other attorneys had refused. 
In another year he was not only earning his expenses but saving 
money. In 1877 he renewed his wooing of Emma Ford, this time 
successfully. Though childless, the marriage was a happy one. Mrs. 
Altgeld was an intelligent and sensitive woman and became her 
husband's devoted companion to the end of his agitated life. 

Chicago was growing fast. Real estate values boomed. Altgeld 
was quick to perceive the possibilities of large profits in land trans- 
actions. In 1879 he invested five hundred dollars in a lot. One ad- 
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vantageous deal led to others and before long he was giving a good 
deal of his time to his realty business. His farsighted and shrewd 
enterprise gained him considerable wealth. After a few years he 
turned his talents to the erection of office buildings. Each new struc- 
ture gave him the pleasure of creative achievement, becoming a 
means of sublimating his strong parental craving. 

Altgeld also resumed his interest in politics. His known liberal 
views and his knowledge of German made him a welcome speaker 
at labor rallies. In 1884 he ran for Congress, but lost because Illinois 
went Republican. Early the following year he was highly regarded 
as a potential Democratic candidate for United States Senator. 
Success came to him in 1886, when he was elected as judge in the 
Cook County Superior Court with the open support of labor. 

One very good reason for labor's faith in Altgeld was the publica- 
tion in 1884 of his important volume, Our Penal Machinery and Its 
Victims . In this book he was the earnest reformer, urging the re- 
moval of the causes of crime. He condemned the prevailing penal 
system as a tragic failure. 44 For it seems, first, to make criminals 
out of many that are not naturally so; and, second, to render it dif- 
ficult for those once convicted ever to be anything else than crimi- 
nals; and, third, to fail to repress those that do not want to be any- 
thing but criminals." He stressed the facts that most criminals come 
from the poor, with broken homes or none, and that the police stim- 
ulated crime by their brutality and needless arrests. 44 Brutal treat- 
ment brutalizes the wrong-doer," he argued, “ and prepares him 
for worse offenses." He was particularly critical of the indiscrimi- 
nate arrests and imprisonment of young offenders. 44 It is essential 
to a reformatory prison treatment that the self-respect of the pris- 
oner should be cultivated to the utmost extent, and that every effort 
be made to give to him his manhood. Hence all disciplinary punish- 
ment that inflicts unnecessary pain or humiliation should be abol- 
ished as of evil influence." 

Among the reforms he advocated were a more intelligent system 
of fines, paid work for prisoners, indeterminate sentences, and the 
abolition of grand juries. His discussion of each proposed improve- 
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ment was based on facts and figures gathered from many sources 
and buttressed by a humane and persuasive logic. The ten thousand 
copies which he printed and distributed brought him numerous 
favorable responses from readers in every part of the country, invi- 
tations to address gatherings of professional groups, and the de- 
voted, lifelong friendship of George A. Schilling, a young Chicago 
labor leader. If the guardians of the law in Illinois and elsewhere 
chose to ignore these suggested penal remedies, the more liberal 
citizens of his state were grateful to Altgeld for his courageous stand 
and remembered him on election day. 

Altgeld served as judge for five years. While on the bench he be- 
came known for his fair and fearless conduct and was highly re- 
spected by lawyers and ligitants alike. In 1890 his associates on the 
bench honored him with the office of chief justice. The following 
year, however, he resigned. Court procedure had begun to irri- 
tate him; the judicial robes proved tawdry and confining. In an 
interview he explained that he regarded officeholders as 44 a cow- 
ardly hanging-on class, always careful to see how the wind blows 
before daring either to have or to express an opinion, and there- 
fore a negative class.” He preferred to belong to the gmip of suc- 
cessful private individuals 44 who mold public opinion and whose 
favor and support are sought by the politicians, and who, in the 
end, secure legislation and shape the policy of the country, using 
the officeholding class simply as an instrument by which to carry 
out a purpose.” 

He had by now acquired assets worth around a million dollars. 
Eager to become one of the successful private individuals, he de- 
cided to erect 44 the finest and best office building on earth.” When 
asked why he should risk $400,000 of his own money on the ven- 
ture when the interest on that amount would yield him more in- 
come annually than he normally spent, he replied: "Because I 
have no children. I have to create something, and so I am creating 
buildings.” He was very proud of this enterprise, which he named 
Unity Building, and spared no expense in its construction. So con- 
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fident was he of suc<£$s that he not only put his private bank ac- 
count into it but arranged for its financing with John R. Walsh, a 
banker-politician who was as unscrupulous as he was vindictive and 
who later effected Altgeld’s financial ruin. 

Despite his preoccupation with the rising Unity Building and his 
extensive law practice, Altgeld continued to participate in public 
affairs. He took his stand as a liberal each time, never forgetting his 
lowly origin and his Jeffersonian ideals. As early as 1886 — the year 
of great labor unrest, capped by the Haymarket riot — he wrote in 
favor of the arbitration of strikes and criticized the laissez-faire doc- 
trine which held “ that the State, as the embodiment of society, 
has no power to prevent or to remove those conditions which, if left 
alone, would lead to its own overthrow." He argued that society 
owed certain rights to each of its members and must protect the 
weaker from exploitation by the stronger. When Cardinal Mann- 
ing's statement about the right of the poor to still their hunger was 
attacked in the press, Altgeld insisted that it merely expressed “ a 
principle which society has long recognized, viz., that it is the duty 
of society to take care of its indigent, by lawful means of course." 
He also advocated legislative reforms, the Australian ballot, the 
abolition of the sweatshop system, and the enactment of the eight- 
hour workday. As a meliorist he believed that the world was grad- 
ually getting better. In connection with the current labor strikes 
and disorders, he wrote: 

Honest investigation into the conditions of the poor will produce bene- 
ficial results, and if this agitation shall serve to enlighten the public at 
large in regard to the real character and condition of our poorer classes, 
then remedies will soon be found which will without violence and with- 
out revolution greatly improve this condition and serve to increase the 
greatness, the prosperity, and the happiness of our country. 

These and other of his papers he published in the first edition of 
Live Questions, which appeared in 1890 and was subsequently re- 
issued to include his later addresses. The book established him as a 
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vigorous and intelligent critic of current social maladjustments. The 
liberals in Chicago eagerly claimed him as their own, while the 
Chicago Tribune was the first to disparage him as a follower of 
Karl Marx. 

The Populist movement was on the march in 1892. Throughout 
the agricultural states and particularly in the Middle West farmers 
were in the mood “ to quit raising corn and begin raising hell/ > 
The oncoming depression had hit them first and they were in a 
rebellious temper. After suffering for more than twenty years from 
high freight and interest rates and low prices for their produce, they 
clamored for a government that would favor, not the monopolistic 
corporations, but the people at large. And at last they were in a posi- 
tion to assert themselves. Their years of political effort were bearing 
fruit. Early in 1892 the politicians of each of the major parties in 
the affected states knew that they could not win in the coming elec- 
tion without the Populist vote. Since the Republicans were gen- 
erally regarded as the party of the large corporations, the Democrats 
tried to capitalize on their favorable opportunities by picking candi- 
dates able to win the allegiance of the People's party. 

It was this political exigency which forced the Illinois Democrats 
to nominate John Peter Altgeld as its candidate for governor. At 
the urging of his friends, who believed that as the state executive 
he would be able to effect needed social reforms, Altgeld cam- 
paigned vigorously from one end of the state to the other. In order 
to be under no obligation to anyone he bore all expenses himself — 
amounting to nearly $100,000. As in previous elections, he proved 
a master of attack. Ignoring the charges against him, he concen- 
trated on the obvious weaknesses of the Republican incumbent. He 
also assailed the trusts, the convict labor system, and police bru- 
tality, and advocated the right of workmen to organize and to strike. 
When the votes were counted in November he had won by a sizable 
majority. 

The strenuousness of the campaign had exhausted his energy and 
brought on a physical breakdown. For weeks it was doubtful if he 
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would be able to assuflhe office. He forced himself, however, to be 
present at the inauguration. In his prepared speech he insisted that 
justice must prevail. “ The State must do justice to both employer 
and employee; it must see to it that law and order are maintained, 
and that life and property are thoroughly protected. All weakness in 
this regard would be pusillanimous and invite incalculable evil.” 
This was regarded as a pious and pharisaical gesture. It was not long, 
however, before people in Illinois and all over the world realized 
that Governor Altgeld meant every word of it; that he was the first 
executive to see that justice was done to weakly organized work- 
ers as well as to powerful corporations. 

His friends assumed that one of his first official acts would be to 
pardon the surviving Haymarket anarchists. But he seemed in no 
hurry to make up his mind. Although he had procured the records 
of the case within ten days after his inauguration, he gave no ink- 
ling of his decision. Instead he busied himself with the replacement 
of Republican officeholders by deserving Democrats and able re- 
formers. To Schilling and Darrow, who prodded him about the par- 
don, he said that he would act when he was ready and that he would 
do what he thought was right. April and May passed, and June was 
winding its days, and still he kept his own counsel. On June 3 he 
condemned the lynching of a Negro in Decatur in an official procla- 
mation that made a stir over the nation. Four days later he de- 
livered his notable address to the graduating class of the University 
of Illinois, in which he told the students, among other things, to 
think of justice realistically as “ a struggling toward the right.” He 
pointed out that the men who administer justice take their biases 
with them onto the bench and that “ the wrongs done in the courts 
of justice themselves are so great that they cry to heaven.” He 
therefore urged them to become reformers; not to be satisfied with 
things as they are but to work for their betterment. “ All great re- 
forms, great movements, come from the bottom and not the top. 
. . . Wherever there is a wrong, point it out to all the world, and 
you can trust the people to right it.” 

On June 26 he issued his pardon of the three Haymarket anar- 
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chists. He made public his reasons in an 18,000-word document 
which analyzed and exposed the enormity of the judicial outrage. 
Citing the record and many affidavits he demonstrated that the jury 
was chosen not by chance (as required by law) but from a panel 
collected personally by a special bailiff who boasted that he had 
called only those men who “ he believed would hang the defend- 
ants/' and that Judge Joseph Gary had upheld the bailiff and had 
assisted in selecting the prejudiced jury. 

No matter what the defendants were charged with [Altegeld declared], 
they were entitled to a fair trial, and no greater danger could possibly 
threaten our institutions than to have the courts of justice run wild or 
give way to popular clamor. . . . When in all the instances the trial 
judge ruled that these [admittedly prejudiced] men were competent 
jurors simply because they had, under his adroit manipulation, been led 
to say that they believed they could try the case fairly on the evidence; 
then the proceeding lost all semblance of a fair trial. 

He showed further that much of the evidence was u a pure fabri- 
cation " on the part of the police officials who had terrorized and 
bribed witnesses; that it was Captain Bonficld's sadistic brutality 
which was chiefly responsible for the Haymarket riot. Finally he 
pointed out that “ the State has never discovered who it was that 
threw the bomb that killed the policeman, and the evidence does 
not show any connection whatever between the defendants and the 
man who did throw it/' Yet the record revealed “ that every ruling 
throughout the long trial on any contested point was in favor of 
the State; and further, that page after page on the record contains 
insinuating remarks of the judge, made in the hearing of the jury, 
and with the evident intent of bringing the jury to his way of 
thinking." 

Governor Altgeld knew the consequences of his outspoken con- 
demnation of this judicial wrong. He knew also that he could have 
issued the pardon as a matter of mercy and received the plaudits of 
the public. But he refused to compromise with justice. A study of 
the record had convinced him that the anarchists had been hanged 
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and imprisoned unjusfly by a prejudiced judge and jury and his con- 
science impelled him to rectify the wrong done to the dead and liv- 
ing victims. Even more important to him was the need to expose 
and nullify a judge-made precedent which would have deprived 
the people of a trial by a jury of their peers. To Louis F. Post he 
said: 44 As for myself, no man has a right to allow his ambition to 
stand in the way of the performance of a simple act of justice/' 
And when his friend Judge S. P. McConnell cautioned him that the 
pardon of the anarchists would end his political career, he replied: 
“ If I decide they were innocent I will pardon them, by God, no 
matter what happens to my career.” 

The expected happened. The storm broke with exceeding vio- 
lence. With very few minor exceptions the newspapers of the coun- 
try followed the lead of the Chicago Tribune in a protracted out- 
pouring of personal vituperation. Over night Altgeld had become to 
them a public enemy, a depraved anarchist, an instigator of evil and 
bloodshed. The very eminent citizens who had earlier petitioned 
him for the pardon now execrated him for impugning the sanctity 
of the courts. These men of wealth and power could not deny that 
Judge Gary was biased and unfair, that the jury was packed, that 
the evidence was largely faked, that the prosecution was prejudiced, 
and that the sentences were unjustified. Nor would they admit 
even to their own consciences that in 1886 they had been frightened 
by labor disorders and radical propaganda and consequently had 
fomented the hysteria against the defendents, so that the blood of 
the victims was on their own heads. Unwilling to concede their un- 
savory part in the case and finding Altgeld’s legal position impreg- 
nable, they struck back at their nemesis by covering his good name 
with the foulest abuse. As for the public at large, the readers of 
newspapers, “ very few,” to quote Darrow, 44 knew anything about 
the facts, and fewer cared anything about them. Governor Altgeld 
was in the way of forces that control the world, and he must be 
destroyed.” 

John 44 Pardon ” Altgeld faced the storm without flinching. 44 It 
was the crowd on one side and John Peter Altgeld on the other,” 
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as he was to remark more than once. Armed with a clear conscience, 
he stood firm. In public statements he said : 44 The reasons I gave for 
signing the pardon have been published and they must stand or fall 
by themselves. To those who ascribe mean motives in an act of 
public character, I have nothing to say/' When asked if he regretted 
the pardon, he quickly exclaimed: 44 Never! If I had the matter to 
act upon again tomorrow, I would do it over again." As to the re- 
peated charge that he was an anarchist, he dismissed it as nonsense. 
Referring to his detractors, he added: 44 In view of the facts, the 
talk of a few hangers-011 around clubs, who spend other people's 
money, and of some gentlemen who have never done anything in 
their lives except suck blood from the public — who, if they own 
property usually manage to shirk paying taxes on it — the talk of 
this kind of individuals is not worthy of notice." 

But he was deeply resentful of the scurrilous invective which the 
gentlemen of the press and the clubs continued to publish against 
him — and his heart hardened against them. Hereafter he would 
have no traffic with them, 't hey feared the truth; he would work 
to make it prevail. Like his great fellow Illinoisian he would dedi- 
cate his talents to the benefit of the people. The wageworkers and 
the farmers needed him in their struggle against the greedy corpora- 
tions and he would not disappoint them. The thought gave him 
strength and the will to fight. Instead of shrinking into obscurity, 
as his enemies had expected, he emerged from the slanderous on- 
slaught firmly resolved to battle for the right as he saw it. Nellie 
Bly of the New York World , who had come to scoff, perceived the 
true Altgeld during her interview with him: “ I am glad to say that 
I have met and talked with Governor Altgeld, who is going to do 
as he thinks right every time, if the whole world stands still." 

The deepening economic depression forced Governor Altgeld 
to act in a manner that nonplused and irritated the heads of cor- 
porations and their vociferous mouthpieces. In June, strike riots in 
Lemont, causing the death of several workmen, made it necessary 
for him to send state troops to the scene of disorder. Unlike pre- 
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vious executives, how^Ver, he followed them at once to make sure 
that justice was done. In his report he put the blame for the killings 
on the employer. “ The only men who seem to have violated the law 
yesterday, and that in cold blood, were the men who had been 
armed by the contractor and who did the shooting/' The following 
Labor Day he told Chicago workmen candidly that hard times were 
ahead and that while he as governor would not let them down, con- 
stitutional provisions would make it impossible for him to give 
them much assistance. He urged them to organize along lawful lines 
in an effort to help themselves. “ For the world gives only when it is 
obliged to, and respects only those who compel its respect. The 
earth is covered with the graves of justice and equity that failed to 
receive recognition, because there was no influence or force to com- 
pel it, and it will be so until the millennium.” He also addressed 
the state militia to impress upon them their duty to keep law and 
order above all things and to kill only as a last resort. “ A soldier 
cannot fight wrongs between individuals, but he becomes a mur- 
derer if he needlessly kills.” 

Arbitrary wage cuts and high-handed treatment caused many 
sporadic strikes. Early in 1894 the soft-coal miners went out on a 
nationwide strike. In sending militia to the Illinois strike scenes 
Governor Altgeld instructed the officers that “ it is not the business 
of the soldiers to act as custodians or guards of private property. 
. . . Troops can be used only for the purpose of quelling disturb- 
ance or of suppressing riot or in some other way enforcing the laws.” 
His readiness to send the militia promptly and his insistence on 
law and order helped to prevent bloodshed. 

The Bourbon obstinacy and callous greed of George Pullman 
and his chief stockholder Marshall Field forced the employees of 
the Pullman factories to strike in May 1894. Their wages had been 
cut a quarter, while their rent in the company-owned houses re- 
mained about a quarter higher than elsewhere, and when a com- 
mittee called on the management for relief three of the group were 
fired. Pullman was indignant at this ingratitude. “ Why,” he told 
reporters, “ the average wage being earned is $1.87 a day! ” He made 

[377] 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE MILITANT LIBERALS 


no mention, however, of the reserve of $4,000,000 that remained 
in the company's treasury from the profits of the previous year, or 
of the $26,000,000 it possessed in undivided earnings. The union 
was anathema to him and he was determined to drive it from his 
factories. 

For more than a month the strike remained almost unnoticed 
in the excitement of more acute labor disturbances. Late in June, 
however, the American Railway Union, of which most of the Pull- 
man strikers were members, began a boycott against trains contain- 
ing Pullman cars. This action was taken after Pullman, despite the 
urging of business and political leaders, had flatly refused to arbi- 
trate; it was voted also against the pleas of the union's president, 
Eugene V. Debs, who feared the consequences of a general railroad 
strike. So effective was this boycott at first that few trains were in 
operation. The strike quickly developed into a trial of strength be- 
tween the American Railway Union and the illegal General Man- 
agers' Association, which represented the twenty-four railroads 
serving Chicago. The union appeared to be on the verge of victory. 

At this point Attorney-General Richard Olney, formerly counsel 
for the Chicago, Burlington and Quincy Railroad and still on inti- 
mate terms with the railroad managers, determined to break the 
strike. Although in 1875 he had vigorously protested against federal 
interference in the affairs of a state except at the request of local 
officials, and although only two weeks earlier he had instructed a 
federal marshal in Illinois to apply to the state authorities for the 
protection of mail trains, he now completely ignored the powers of 
the state in his maneuvers against the strikers. He knew the mind 
of Governor Altgeld and decided to act without him. In appointing 
Edwin Walker, also a railroad attorney, as his representative in 
Chicago, he advised him “ to go into a court of equity and secure 
restraining orders which shall have the effect of preventing any 
attempt to commit the offense." Since the strikers had been orderly 
and had done their best not to interfere with mail trains, the prime 
purpose of the injunction was to make the strike illegal. Judges 
Grosscup and Woods helped Walker to revise the sweeping injunc- 
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tion for greater effectiveness before granting it. Olney then ordered 
the Chicago marshal to engage several thousand deputies. These 
armed officers, who were paid by the railroads and whom the Chi- 
cago superintendent of police characterized as “ thugs, thieves, and 
ex-convicts/' at once acted to incite disorder and thus gave Olney 
the excuse to call out federal troops. 

All this time the state authorities were being deliberately and 
contemptuously disregarded, even though Governor Altgeld had 
earlier demonstrated his readiness to send the state militia at once 
wherever it was needed to preserve order. While he was kept in- 
formed about conditions in Chicago and held several regiments 
in readiness, he could not legally interfere so long as the city re- 
mained relatively quiet. The arrival of the federal soldiers, however, 
quickly resulted in severe rioting and several deaths. At that point 
the mayor, largely at Altgeld’s initiative, made the request for state 
troops. The militia arrived promptly and readily restored order. 

On July 10 Debs and three other union leaders were indicted for 
violating the Sherman Anti-Trust Act. It was the first prosecution 
under this four-year-old law — a law passed to curb, not labor 
unions, but monopolistic businesses like the Pullman Company and 
the large railroads. A week later, however, realizing that action 
under this law would result in a long-drawn-out legal battle, Olney 
was instrumental in having the four defendants rearrested for dis- 
obeying the federal injunction. Debs was sentenced to six months 
in jail and the others to three for contempt of court. Once they 
were safe in the penitentiary the Department of Justice conven- 
iently dropped the earlier indictment. But by that time the strike 
was already lost. 

Altgeld was deeply angered by this brazen and unconstitutional 
interference with his duties as executive officer of the state of Illi- 
nois. He had been sending state troops to strike centers in other 
parts of the state at the slightest sign of disorder, although he knew 
that in most instances the trouble was fostered by the railroads 
who were unable to get crews to run their trains. Olney’s machina- 
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tions to break the strike at all costs appeared to him as the an- 
tithesis of democratic government. In Springfield he learned, with 
increasing irritation, of the injunction, of the hired deputy mar- 
shals and their criminal record, and finally of the arrival of the 
federal troops and the bloody rioting. 

On July 5, the day of the fatal clashes, Governor Altgeld sent a 
long telegram to President Cleveland protesting against the unwar- 
ranted and unconstitutional federal interference in the local affairs 
of the state of Illinois. He reminded him that the Constitution gave 
the President no right to send troops into a state unless there was 
obvious proof of need or unless requested by local officials. He 
further pointed out that the state of Illinois was able not only to 
look after its own obligations but to furnish help to the federal 
government. 

If any assistance were needed, the State stood ready to furnish a hun- 
dred men for every one man required, and stood ready to do so at a mo- 
ment's notice. Notwithstanding these facts the Federal Government 
has been applied to by men who had political and selfish motives for 
wanting to ignore the State Government. . . . To absolutely ignore 
a local government in matters of this kind, when the local government is 
ready to furnish assistance needed, and is amply able to enforce the law, 
not only insults the people of this State by imputing to them an inability 
to govern themselves, or an unwillingness to enforce the law, but is in 
violation of a basic principle of our institutions. 

President Cleveland's guarded reply briefly denied these allega- 
tions and insisted that the federal government had acted within its 
rights. His supercilious attitude only intensified Altgeld's concern 
for the fundamental principles of our democracy. He immediately 
telegraphed his detailed accusation that the President was evading 
“ the question at issue — that is, that the principle of local self- 
government is just as fundamental in our institutions as is that of 
Federal supremacy." Point by point he demonstrated that the 
action of the federal government served to undermine local self- 
government and encourage dictatorship. 
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It will be an easy matter under your construction of the law for an 
ambitious executive to order out all the military forces of all the States, 
and establish at once a military government. The only chance of failure 
in such a movement could come from rebellion, and with such a vast 
military power at command this could readily be crushed, for, as a 
rule, soldiers will obey orders. 

The President's second reply was curt and final. His dogmatic as- 
sertion of authority and his refusal to discuss the issue in question 
put an end to the controversy — but not before Altgeld had stated 
fully and unequivocally the basic problems raised by Olney's suc- 
cessful efforts to break the railroad strike. 

Again the press and the politicians resumed their campaign of 
calumny and imprecation against Governor Altgeld. Without 
bothering to ascertain the facts or to consider the principles in- 
volved, they attacked him with intensified ferocity and condemned 
him as a traitor and scoundrel. Again the Chicago Tribune led the 
pack: “ This lying, hypocritical, demagogical, sniveling Governor of 
Illinois does not want the laws enforced. He is a sympathizer with 
riot, with violence, with lawlessness and with anarchy. He should 
be impeached . . . because he is an anarchist opposed to all law." 
The highly respectable Nation was equally abusive, calling him 
“ boorish, impudent, ignorant," a “ professional blatherskite." 
Even so eminent a constitutional authority as Justice T. M. Cooley, 
at the time a federal officeholder, added his senile censure; ironi- 
cally forgetting that twenty years earlier he, like Olney, had spoken 
clearly for the principle of local self-government: “ By the terms 
of the Federal Constitution, there must be a demand for assistance 
from the State legislature or executive before it could be rendered." 

All these agents of public opinion, representing both major par- 
ties, lauded President Cleveland's part in the controversy; not be- 
cause he was right but because he had presumably preserved law 
and order by breaking the strike. Yet the facts as stated by Colonel 
Carroll D. Wright, chairman of Cleveland's own investigating 
committee, vindicated not the federal government but Governor 
Altgeld. To a Boston editor Wright confided “ that not even hood- 
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lums instigated the burning of the mass of cars, but that it was in- 
stigated by the railway managers themselves as the surest way to 
bring the Federal troops and defeat the strike.” He and later in- 
vestigators agreed that Altgeld was correct in his insistence that the 
newspaper accounts of violence before the arrival of federal soldiers 
were mostly either pure fabrications or wild exaggerations. Nor 
were Cleveland and Olney able to substantiate their claim that the 
strike had held up the mail trains — their chief excuse for interfer- 
ence. Three days before they ordered the troops to Chicago, L. L. 
Troy, Superintendent of Mails, summarized the situation as fol- 
lows: “ No mails have accumulated at Chicago so far. All regular 
trains are moving nearly on time with few slight exceptions.” He 
subsequently further stated that throughout the strike “ the greatest 
delay to any outgoing or incoming mails probably did not exceed 
from eight to nine hours at any time.” 

It is now generally established that conditions in Chicago were at 
no time out of the control of local officials. In ordering troops to 
the city at Olney’s advice, President Cleveland had clearly acted 
outside of the authority of the Constitution. Yet a decade later, in 
the face of all the evidence to the contrary, he wrote about the Pull- 
man strike as if nothing had been uncovered to contradict his orig- 
inal assertion. By that time, however, passions had cooled, Altgeld 
had been dead two years, and Cleveland's belated effort at self- 
justification merely revealed his confirmed conservatism. 

In 1894 Governor Altgeld’s detractors were certain that they had 
killed him off politically. But they were thoroughly mistaken. They 
had merely kindled his righteous anger. Convinced that his cause 
was just # and that the corporations and their henchmen in office 
were robbing the people of their heritage, he determined to fight 
them with all his might. As governor he was in a position of power. 
When the victorious Pullman Company arbitrarily refused to take 
back a number of the strikers and thereby forced them into destitu- 
tion, he described the plight of these employees to the people of 
Illinois and appealed to them for funds. The ready response was a 
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triumph for the go^fernor and a defeat for George Pullman. Shortly 
thereafter Altgeld made public his letter to the tax commissioners 
in which he called their attention to the fact that the Pullman 
Company was paying taxes on only a small fraction of its revealed 
assets and was thus defrauding the state of large sums annually. 
Finally he compelled the company to dispose of its quasi-model 
village which it was operating illegally and oppressively. 

In his biennial message to the legislature of January 1895, G°v- 
ernor Altgeld spoke frankly and forcefully in favor of labor. He 
singled out the coal company at Spring Valley, whose cupidity had 
resulted in repeated strikes and bloodshed. 

I his company has been a curse and a bill of expense to the State from 
the time it commenced operation. Almost every administration for a 
number of years has had to send a military force there to preserve order 
and protect the property of this concern that was really causing the 
trouble. . . . While we welcome every honest enterprise and industry, 
we cannot allow our State to become merely a forage ground for wolf- 
ish greed. 

In his detailed and trenchant review of the Pullman strike he 
lashed out against the enemies of labor. His attack upon the mal- 
practices of corporations and the 44 usurpation of power ” by the 
courts was probably the most devastating ever made by a high 
executive. 44 At present the status seems to be this: Combinations of 
capital against the public and against labor have succeeded, no 
matter by what means, and the men who accomplished it are now 
patriots; while combinations among laborers for self-protection 
have failed, and the men who advocate it are enemies of society 
(i.e., 4 anarchists ’)” The danger to the country came, however, 
not from these so-called anarchists but 44 from that corruption, usur- 
pation, insolence, and oppression that go hand in hand with vast 
accumulation of wealth, wielded by unscrupulous men/' 

Symptomatic of this danger, Governor Altgeld continued, was 
the 44 new form of government ” effected by the judiciary — 44 gov- 
ernment by injunction ” The first state executive to bring the om- 
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inous issue into the open, he discussed the origin and effect of labor 
injunctions with incisive clarity: 

The judge issues an ukase which he calls an injunction, forbidding what- 
ever he pleases and what the law docs not forbid, and thus legislates 
for himself without limitation and makes things penal which the law 
does not make penal, makes other things punishable by imprisonment 
which at law arc only punishable by fine, and he deprives men of the 
right of trial by jury when the law guarantees this right, and he then 
enforces this ukase in a summary and arbitrary manner by imprison- 
ment, throwing men into prison, not for violating a law, but for being 
guilty of contempt of court in disregarding one of these injunctions. 

Eager to make the nature of his criticism unmistakable, he added: 
u These injunctions are a very great convenience to corporations 
when they can be had for the asking by a corporation lawyer, and 
these were the processes of the court to enforce which the President 
sent the federal troops to Chicago! ” 

A few months later, in its decisions against the income tax rider 
and the Debs petition, the Supreme Court fully validated Altgeld's 
arraignment. For many years a federal income tax had been re- 
garded as legal by the courts. Such a tax helped greatly to finance 
the Civil War. In 1894 Congress restored a federal tax on incomes 
as a rider to the Wilson-Gorman tariff bill. The following year the 
eminent corporation lawyer Joseph H. Choate persuaded a major- 
ity of the Supreme Court headed by Chief Justice Fuller, who had 
been Marshall Field's attorney, that a tax on incomes “ is com- 
munistic in its purposes and tendencies and therefore unconstitu- 
tional." This specious legalism was criticized by Altgeld in a public 
statement charged with scorn. He pointed out that the unexpected 
reversal would save millions of dollars to “ the Standard Oil kings, 
the Wall Street people, as well as the rich mugwumps ” at the 
expense of the producing classes. The burden of the latter “ is made 
a little heavier and the whip has made a new welt on their backs, 
but what of it? In fact, what are they for, if not to bear burdens and 
to be lashed? ” As for the growing discontent on the part of these 
bearers of burdens, no doubt the Supreme Court “ will have other 
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opportunities from time to time to solidify our institutions and to 
teach patriotism by coming down with terrific force upon some 
wretch whose vulgarity and unpatriotic character will be proven 
by the fact that he is poor ” 

The wretch first to suffer the wrath of the Supreme Court was 
Eugene V. Debs. In denying his appeal the Justices unanimously 
upheld not only the use of injunctions but also the employment of 
federal troops to enforce them. Altgcld’s comment on this decision 
was reminiscent of Garrison's and Phillips's reactions to the pro- 
slavery verdicts prior to i860. He observed that “ for a number of 
years it has been marked that the decisions of the United States 
courts were nearly always in favor of corporations." This power of 
capitalism has caused, among other evils, “ that corrupt use of 
wealth, which is undermining our institutions, debauching public 
officials, shaping legislation and creating judges who do its bidding." 
This denunciation of the rapacious rich and a reactionary court, 
while motivated as much by personal resentment as by crusading 
zeal, made him widely known as the protagonist of the poor and the 
champion of the underdog. 

Despite the persistent vilification in the newspapers and the open 
opposition of the Cleveland administration, Governor Altgeld grew 
politically stronger from month to month. A shrewd judge of men, 
he was favored by the logic of events. The current economic de- 
pression deepened the restiveness of large numbers of Americans. 
The Populist movement, now centering its attention upon the 
money problem, was still gaining in strength. Altgeld was too close 
to this political disaffection not to perceive its trend and its tre- 
mendous potentialities. While he had not previously considered 
the silver question to be of prime importance he was quick to use 
it as a weapon against the Cleveland faction and the corrupt city 
bosses. With the aid of the free-silver forces he hoped not only to 
rid the nation of the plutocratic bankers but also to even accounts 
with his enemies. He soon familiarized himself with the history 
and basic principles of money. His skillful use of facts, figures, and 
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financial logic made him the most formidable opponent of the 
eminent “ goldbugs.” At the same time his sagacity and drive in 
building up the silver forces brought him to the fore as their effec- 
tive spokesman* At his instigation free-silver Democrats met at 
special state conferences in order to make known their views and 
to prepare for the national convention in 1896. The keynote of his 
advice to them was: “The time has come when the Democratic 
party must again stand for Democracy, and no longer for plutoc- 
racy! ” The Illinois Democrats enthusiastically adopted his free- 
silver plank and made him chairman of the state delegation. 

When the Democrats gathered in Chicago for the national con- 
vention, most of them turned to Governor Altgeld for leadership. 
His “ no compromise ” stand became their source of strength, and 
they clung to it as the rock of their salvation. For the time being 
even the newspapers treated Altgeld with respect, although Harper's 
Weekly continued to perceive in him the “ agitator who, when the 
bludgeon had failed of its full work, would be ready with his poi- 
soned knife, and who, in leading a victory-drunken mob, would not 
hesitate to follow pillage with the torch ” The “ gold ” Democrats, 
followers of President Cleveland and the party bosses, found them- 
selves without influence. Their machinations and threats were of 
no avail. The delegates adopted the most radical major-party plat- 
form on record. The reform planks on labor, the courts, injunctions, 
civil and personal liberties, money, and the income tax were Alt- 
geld’s to the letter; while he was not on the drafting committee, he 
dominated it by virtue of his towering political and intellectual 
stature. 

The opening paragraph well summarized not only the spirit of 
the convention but also the ideals for which Altgeld was then fight- 
ing: 

We the Democrats of the United States in national convention assem- 
bled, do reaffirm our allegiance to those great essential principles of 
justice and liberty, upon which our institutions are founded, and which 
the Democratic party has advocated from Jefferson's time to our own 
— freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of conscience, the 
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preservation of persdhal rights, the equality of all citizens before the law, 
and the faithful observance of constitutional limitations. 

The direct slap at Cleveland in the last phrase was repeated more 
emphatically in a notable section : 

We denounce arbitrary interference by Federal authorities in local 
affairs as a violation of the Constitution of the United States and a crime 
against free institutions. . . . And we especially object to government 
by injunction as a new and highly dangerous form of oppression by 
which Federal judges, in contempt of the laws of the States and the 
rights of citizens, become at once legislators, judges and executioners. 

The magnitude of Altgeld's triumph was truly extraordinary. In 
1894 practically alone in his stand against President Cleveland and 
the federal courts, in two years he had succeeded in getting the 
Democratic delegates, who had come to Chicago to press the free- 
silver plank, to spurn their party bosses and to vindicate him com- 
pletely in a platform which, practically in his own words, affirmed 
his political and social beliefs. In the opinion of many observers he 
would certainly have received the nomination for President had 
he been born in this country. As it was, he helped to select William 
Jennings Bryan, whose “ Cross of Gold ” speech had won the 
hearts of the delegates. 

The campaign was noteworthy for its intense acrimony and vio- 
lent passion. Marcus A. Hanna, wealthy businessman and William 
McKinley's manager, collected millions of dollars from rich con- 
tributors on the issue that a victory for the Republicans would 
save the country from economic chaos. This money he spent lav- 
ishly in “ educating ” the voters concerning the merits of his candi- 
date. He cleverly avoided the main monetary question. Instead he 
concentrated the attack on the radicalism of the Democratic plat- 
form and Bryan's “ rattle-pated ” youthfulness. Because Governor 
Altgeld was obviously the effective leader of the opposition, he was 
assailed with renewed fury. All the Republican dailies ^nd weeklies 
delineated him as the vicious and anarchistic boss of his party, with 
Bryan as his pliant dupe. Harper's Weekly called him 44 the ambi- 
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tious and unscrupulous Illinois communist . . . the brain and in- 
spiration of the movement for which Bryan stands.” The New 
York Tribune insisted that Bryan 44 was only a puppet in the blood- 
imbued hands of Altgeld, the anarchist, and Debs, the revolution- 
ist, and other desperados of that stripe.” The brash Theodore 
Roosevelt — who sixteen years later was himself to speak Altgeld’s 
language — went to Chicago to denounce him as 44 one who would 
connive at wholesale murder ” and who 44 would substitute for 
the government of Washington and Lincoln, for the system of 
orderly liberty which we inherit from our forefathers and which we 
desire to bequeathe to our sons, a red welter of lawlessness ... as 
fantastic and as vicious as the Paris Commune itself.” 

Governor Altgeld, though ill and weary, fought back with leonine 
courage. He neglected his own campaign for re-election in order to 
devote himself to national issues. In speeches and interviews he 
argued for the liberalism of the Democratic platform with consum- 
mate cogency. At Henry George's request he went to New York to 
present his side of the Pullman strike and to clarify the principles 
involved. The large crowd at Cooper Union stood up to honor him, 
shouting, “ We love you for the enemies you have made.” lie also 
presented the case for free silver with such commonsense forceful- 
ness that none of his Republican opponents — not even the emi- 
nent Carl Schurz who was sent to Chicago for this purpose — 
succeeded in vitiating his premises. Yet the forces under Marcus 
Hanna, aided by an endless supply of money and the aura of re- 
spectability and safety, managed to intimidate enough voters to 
win at the polls. It was our first class election. According to Tom 
Johnson of Ohio, it became a question not of free silver but of free 
men — and the powers of the purse feared nothing more than free 
men. 

Altgeld lost his own election as well. But he was not discouraged. 
His party, despite its radical stand and the defection of the Cleve- 
land group, had obtained more votes than ever before. More, it 
did this while 44 confronted by everything that money could buy, 
that boodle could debauch, or that fear of starvation could coerce.” 

[388] 



JOHN PETER ALTGELD 

Thrt it did not succeed in routing the plutocratic forces was owing 
to the short time it had in which to impress its views upon the pub- 
lic. Surely “ at the next general election of the people, the Demo- 
crats will triumph/' 

Altgeld’s last day as governor fittingly climaxed his turbulent 
term of office. In accord with long custom he prepared a message 
of farewell for delivery at the inaugural of his successor. On the 
morning of the appointed ceremony he released his address to the 
newspapers. But the incoming executive refused to respect the tradi- 
tional courtesy and gave his predecessor no opportunity to speak. 
The insult was all the more gratuitous because of the generous 
amiability of the valediction. 

When Altgeld became governor in 1893 he was worth more than 
a million dollars and highly esteemed as a civic leader; when he 
ended his term four years later he was nearly penniless and one of 
the most abused men in the history of our country. Again the 
Chicago Tribune led in the gloating over his defeat and congratu- 
lated the citizens of Illinois on having rid themselves of the greatest 
threat to their welfare. The record, however, reveals a contrary situa- 
tion. In truth the first effective reformer in high office, he was ac- 
cording to Professor H. U. Faulkner practically the only “ state 
executive who stood out during the nineties as the representative 
of a better day." Handicapped by corrupt and antagonistic legisla- 
tures that fought his recommendations with every trick at their 
command, he nevertheless pushed through the following reforms: 
a civil service law, an inheritance tax law, laws providing for the 
indeterminate sentence, parole, and probation of prisoners; acts 
regulating the sweatshop system and child labor, limiting the period 
of work for women to eight hours; and acts installing factory inspec- 
tion and a state board of arbitration for industrial disputes. He was 
untiring in his efforts to protect and promote the rights of the poor, 
to put an end to public corruption and to tax evasion on the part 
of the rich corporations, to build up the University of Illinois and 
the Chicago park system, to further the ends of justice by tempering 
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it with mercy — although he deliberately exercised his pardoning 
power very sparingly. 

His use of the executive veto is best seen in his fight against the 
“ Eternal Monopoly Bills/' which the state legislators were bribed 
to pass in 1895. When the public utilities corporations learned of 
his attitude towards these bills, their agents tried to gain his good 
will by offering him upward of a half-million dollars. And he might 
have let the bills become laws by default or even by vetoing them 
perfunctorily. Instead, as in the Haymarket case, he followed his 
conscience. His vigorous veto exposed the evil of these measures, 
terming them “ a flagrant attempt to increase the riches of some 
men at the expense of others by means of legislation." He also 
excoriated the corruption of the legislators and fought energetically 
against the defeat of his veto — succeeding by the grace of one vote. 

This record of positive achievement is all the more extraordinary 
in view of the fact that he had to effect each reform by a violent 
wrench of tradition and by browbeating graft-ridden politicians. 
As Waldo R. Browne has well summarized the net result: 

No governor before or since his time has done more, if as much, to im- 
prove and extend the public facilities of Illinois in its penal, charitable, 
and educational institutions; none has been more tireless in initiating 
legislative measures of social reform and amelioration; none has served 
the humble masses of the people more zealously and incorruptibly. 

Altgeld left the governor's office an old man at forty-nine. The 
four years of intense struggle for the right had sapped his strength 
and impaired his health. Nor were his troubles at an end. Bank fail- 
ures involving men he had trusted, his impoverished condition, the 
illness of his wife, and the continued persecution in the press served 
further to depress his spirit. In May 1897, he confided to his friend 
Judge Lambert Tree that he was having a wretched time. “ During 
my whole public career I have never been pursued with so much 
venom as during the last four or five months. I had long been used 
to facing the frown of the Fates, but this time they assumed the ag- 
gressive and I have felt the sting of their irony." After years of great 
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political and intellectual exertion he could not get used to inac- 
tivity. Nor were his spirits lifted by the few speeches he made dur- 
ing the next few years. He was especially disappointed in the defec- 
tion of young Carter Harrison, whom he had helped elect mayor of 
Chicago in 1897. Sick body and soul, he wrote to Henry D. Lloyd 
late in 1898: “ I have been living on the dry dust of the road so 
long that I need a change/' He was still in this dark mood when 
his friends persuaded him to run against Harrison the following 
spring. The latter had aligned himself with the reactionary Demo- 
cratic bosses in an effort to scrap the 1896 platform and return the 
party to Cleveland conservatism. Since Harrison was in control 
of the city political machine, it was necessary for Altgeld to place 
himself on an independent ticket. Lacking both the money and the 
physical energy to put up a strong campaign, the weary crusader 
failed to dislodge Harrison from office. 

Defeat acted as a powerful prophylactic. The fear that his ene- 
mies were about to seize control of the Democratic party strength- 
ened Altgeld's combative spirit. He began a strategic campaign that 
once more revealed his great skill as a politician and his uncompro- 
mising devotion to progressive reform. To Bryan he wrote: “ In my 
judgment the wisest course for us to pursue is to serve notice on the 
trimmers and traders all over the country that the Chicago plat- 
form of America cannot be trifled with. . . . Once let this feeling 
get abroad in the land and we will have no more trouble/' In 
speeches, interviews, and personal conferences he helped to ac- 
quaint the people with the designs of the scheming politicians. The 
latter tried to choke his influence at the source by getting Carter 
Harrison to keep him from being a delegate to the state and national 
Democratic conventions of 1900. Altgeld, however, attended both 
gatherings as a member of the party. In each hall the spontaneous 
cheers of the delegates made it possible for him to address them 
from the rostrum and subsequently to exert a major influence over 
the deliberations of their committees. In the end the 1896 platform 
was reaffirmed and Bryan was again the nominee for President. 
Altgeld's triumph was complete when his proposed plank against 
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imperialism was readily adopted as “ the paramount issue of the 
campaign/' 

Altgeld and Bryan fought strenuously and effectively, visiting 
many states and rousing the voters to a consideration of the impor- 
tant issues. But prosperity was over the land again and the “ full din- 
ner pail/' for which the Republicans claimed credit, was a more 
potent argument than any offered by the Democrats. McKinley's 
majority was even greater than in 1896. 

Altgeld felt deeply the sting of defeat. Yet he continued to be- 
lieve in the rightness of his principles and in the ultimate triumph 
of social justice. Shortly after the election he resumed the practice 
of law and formed a partnership with his friends Clarence Darrow 
and W. II. Thompson. His zeal was remarkable and his achieve- 
ments in the courtroom renewed his reputation as a great lawyer. 
He did not, however, slacken his strong interest in public affairs 
and continued to address audiences on topics of timely importance. 

In the last year of his life Altgeld published a small book entitled 
Oratory: Its Requirements and Rewards. It was a clear, practical 
manual based on his own successful efforts as a public speaker. Its 
favorable reception pleased him deeply. To his friend Lloyd he 
wrote: “ It is one of my children that the world is not frowning on." 

For all his preoccupation with legal work and civic affairs, he was 
able to complete another short work immediately before his death 
which he called The Cost of Something for Nothing. Friends 
brought it out posthumously. The thesis of this hortatory volume 
of essays is well explained by the title. While each chapter dwells 
on a different topic, all of them concentrate on the admonition that 
in the long run one cannot get something for nothing; “ that a man 
cannot indulge in a mean trick, be it ever so small, without lower- 
ing his moral status." For under “ the law of balances, which gov- 
erns alike the heavenly bodies and the lives of men . . . when 
more is taken than is given, destruction follows." 

Altgeld was most severe on those who prized wealth and personal 
success above the rights of their fellows. Even the most affluent of 
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them, he insisted, tliose who laid claim to fabulous wealth, were in 
truth failures and victims of moral leprosy if their millions were 
tainted by injustice. He excoriated the unscrupulous employer who 
took unfair advantage of his workmen — no doubt having in mind 
such men as George Pullman and the mine owners at Spring Val- 
ley. “ If we keep/' he warned, “ that which, under the eternal equi- 
ties, was earned by another, the poison of injustice will enter our 
households." The shrewd and shifty banker — ■ of the ilk of John R. 
Walsh, who ended his career in prison shortly after Altgeld's death 
— likewise received his heavy lashing. “ The cold truth remains that 
every time a banker drives a sharp bargain, every time he takes 
advantage of another's necessities, he gets something for which he 
has not paid full value, and here the first seed of moral death is 
sown. From the moment he gets something for nothing, the mi- 
crobe of injustice enters his soul and begins its deadly work." Law- 
yers fared no better on his moral scale. The fallacy “ that a man 
may do things as a lawyer that he could not do as honorable citizen 
. . . has ruined more lawyers than any other thing." As was to be 
expected, he was harshest on judges who abused the spirit of our 
laws to the hurt of the people. “ The judge who gives way to pres- 
sure, and allows his high office to be used for purposes of oppression 
and of wrong, is a curse to this country." 

If Altgeld excoriated the greedy, the unprincipled, and the cor- 
rupt, he lavished praise on the honest and the upright — those who 
cherished true democracy and worked to make it prevail. He assured 
these lovers of justice that “ to establish liberty for mankind is the 
highest mission on earth." No doubt thinking of his own agitated 
career and of the agony he had suffered over and over, he asserted 
that “ he who has deep down in his soul the knowledge that he has 
always fought for the right and that he never knowingly has 
wronged another, could not be unhappy though the whole world 
were arrayed against him." 

The Cost of Something for Nothing y for all its naive moralizing 
and vague mysticism, truly expresses his distilled thoughts on the 
values and vices of human existence. One cannot read these di- 
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dactic essays without being moved by their complete sincerity, their 
eloquent idealism, their prophetic nobility of spirit. In these pages 
the whole man emerges life-size. His career is clearly reflected in his 
ethical conclusions. His deep hatred of injustice and oppression 
bred in him the belief in moral retribution, and made him, in the 
words of Brand Whitlock, “ one of the forerunners of the newer 
and better time of the moral awakening in America.” 

On March 11, 1902, after a fatiguing day in court defending a 
hackmen's union against a strike injunction, he went to Joliet to 
speak in behalf of the Boers who were then at war with England. 
He discoursed for about forty-five minutes, ending with the words: 
“ Wrong may seem to triumph. Right may seem to be defeated. 
But the gravitation of eternal justice is toward the throne of God. 
Any political institution which is to endure must be plumb with 
that line of justice.” He sat down and was applauded enthusiasti- 
cally. Two minutes later, feeling dizzy, he left the stage and col- 
lapsed in the wings — the victim of a cerebral hemorrhage. He died 
early the next morning. For once the newspapers united in praise 
of their erstwhile adversary. For once his friends and foes joined 
together in honoring his memory. Civic leaders and tens of thou- 
sands of common citizens stood for hours in the cold rain to pay 
their respects to the man who in Darrow’s words “ dies as he had 
lived, fighting for freedom.” 

American historians have still to rescue John Peter Altgeld from 
his undeserved oblivion. Few people outside of Illinois know of him 
at all, and most of these remember him as he was pictured in his 
lifetime: an obnoxious radical who had tried to undermine the 
foundations of our government. The crucible of time has not yet 
wholly melted down the vituperation and vilification with which 
his enemies besmirched him. Sooner or later, however, his reputa- 
tion will be completely vindicated and he will appear in his full 
stature as one of our great crusaders for human freedom and social 
justice. 
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MUCKRAKER’S PROGRESS 


S teffens," wrote Ella Winter, “ cared passionately about right- 
ing the evils his muckrake had uncovered.” His prime concern, 
however, was not so much to expose political corruption as to 
discover its cause and cure. While no fanatic, he could not acqui- 
esce in mere palliation. Because he early came to understand the 
reasons for the failure of political reform, he did not, like so many 
of his fellow muckrakers, either resort to the fleshpots of the status 
quo or take flight into the obscurity of inaction. Instead he devel- 
oped inductively the thesis that it was special privilege which bred 
corruption and not the reverse; that only a revolution which would 
abolish all privilege could eradicate graft in politics. Consequently 
he studied the Mexican and particularly the Russian revolutions 
with scientific care. And when he found that these political erup- 
tions, for all their cost in blood and suffering, presaged the better 
society, he dedicated the remainder of his life to missionary work 
in their behalf. Like Moses he had looked into the future and 
found it good. 

Lincoln Steffens, bom in California in 1866, was permitted by 
his wise and considerate father to follow pretty much his own bent. 
As a boy he had “ horses, guns, dogs, and the range of the open 
country.” He learned by doing. What interested him he mastered, 
in and out of school; although there was little in the classroom that 
appealed to his imagination and he was usually at the Bottom of his 
class. 
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Throughout his childhood he was perturbed by the discrepancy 
u between what was and what seemed to be/' As a boy he attended 
the sessions of the California legislature and was shocked to realize 
how much its practice differed from what he had been led to believe 
concerning it. What made his discovery more shocking was the 
fact that neither his father nor his friends “ had any strong feeling 
about the conflict of the two pictures. I had. I remembered how I 
suffered/' 

As an undergraduate at the University of California he neglected 
the courses that failed to interest him and concentrated on those 
that held his attention. His class standing was therefore very poor. 
Yet he was among the very few students who acquired a respect 
for pure knowledge. “ Rebel though I was, I had got the religion 
of scholarship and science; I was in awe of the authorities in the 
academic world." lie persuaded his father to let him go to Europe 
to study with the high priests of learning in German universities 
and in Paris, and for three years he steeped himself in philosophy 
and art. Ethics was his chief pursuit, but in the end he realized that 
he could not truly know it before he had practised it in daily life. 
“ The thing for me to do, I decided, was to leave the universities, 
go into business or politics, and see, not what thinkers thought, 
but what practical men did and why." Meantime he had fallen 
in love with Josephine Bontecou, a fellow American student, and 
the two were married secretly during a brief visit to London. 

In the summer of 1892 Steffens wrote to his father that he was 
ready to return home and work in a bank. It was his assumption that 
such employment would not only pay well but also give him at 
once an insight into the heart of business and the time to write his 
book on ethics. On his return to this country in October, however, 
he found a letter from his father containing one hundred dollars and 
the suggestion that he use this money to make his way in New York 
as best he could. Too proud to inform his family that he had a wife 
to support, he for the first time suffered the fear of poverty. After 
several weeks of discouraging effort he was engaged by The Evening 
Post as a reporter on a space-rate basis. It did not take him long 
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to master the technique of newspaper reporting; his stories soon 
became feature articles. He was a success. 

The forced return to England of the Post's regular financial re- 
porter sent Steffens to Wall Street during the 1893 depression. His 
forthright and sympathetic manner gained him the confidence of 
the leading bankers and gave him an inside track to news reports. 
He never abused their trust in him. Yet they were not his heroes. 
Seeing them in action and uninterested in making a lot of money, 
he could not join in the general admiration for those who were suc- 
cessful at getting rich quick. For he learned early that the leading 
men of business worked by “ hunches ” rather than by reason. 
“ Men of exaggerated success like Russell Sage, J. Pierpont Morgan 
. . . are all, all incapable of logical thought even in business mat- 
ters. . . . They simply feel that such a thing will go. They do not 
reason it out carefully.” 

lie soon unlearned another precept: that sincerity was not nearly 
so important as people thought it was. What the world needed 
most, he discovered, was “ someone who was not sincere but intelli- 
gent.” James B. Dill, author of the notorious New Jersey trust law 
and “ a great name in Wall Street,” was the first “ bad ” man to 
impress him with his keen intelligence. From him he learned the 
realities of modern economic life — what corruption was and how 
it made rogues out of honest men. “ Trusts are natural, inevitable 
growths out of our sdcial and economic conditions,” Dill explained. 
“You cannot stop them by force, with laws. They will sweep down 
like glaciers upon your police, courts, and States and wash them 
into flowing rivers.” His young admirer never forgot this lesson. 

Late in 1893 Steffens became the first regular reporter to be as- 
signed by the Post to police headquarters. The Rev. Dr. Charles H. 
Parkhurst was then carrying on his crusade against crime and cor- 
ruption, and the city editor of this august daily decided to take 
cognizance of police activities in its news columns. Steffens at once 
resorted to his Wall Street method of learning what he needed to 
know. He allied himself with Parkhurst, who valued the Post con- 
nection, and the two began to exchange news and confidences. He 
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was also befriended by Jacob Riis, the famous reformer and reporter, 
who initiated him into the mysteries and machinations of the police 
department. The brazen and ubiquitous system of graft and collu- 
sion between the officers of the law and lawbreakers shocked him, 
and he could not understand why so many good and respectable 
people were bitterly opposed to Parkhurst — until he became aware 
of their vested economic interests in the system which this crusader 
was trying to eradicate. 

Contact with business and political bosses taught Steffens a basic 
lesson in social organization. From Dill, whom he continued to visit, 
he learned to distinguish between the principals and the figureheads 
in the financial world. “ All directors are dummies/' his mentor 
explained. “ Most presidents too. Chairmen of Boards, managers, 
and heads of departments arc real enough, but the bosses of business 
are the bankers and financial operators; they have no office at all 
in the company, but they run it through — dummies." At that time 
he also became friendly with Tammany boss Richard Croker, who 
was then under severe attack from reformers. Steffens found this 
notorious politician a man of his word, “ true to his professional 
ethics . . . intellectually and morally a citizen of the civilization 
of New York." From him lie ascertained that most political offi- 
cials served the same purpose as dummy directors in business. Both 
systems “ had unofficial, irresponsible, invisible, actual governments 
back of the legal, constitutional ‘ fronts.' " Croker told him also 
why elected or appointed officials had to be controlled by political 
bosses: “ A business man wants to do business with one man, and 
one who is always there to remember and carry out the business." 

By the time the Lcxow Police Investigation began to uncover the 
scandalous corruption of the police, Steffens had already established 
himself as a fearless and formidable journalist and a pillar of 
strength to the reformers. He became interested in Captain Max 
Schmittberger, who was the first to confess his prominent part in 
the nefarious and hydra-headed system of graft, won his confidence, 
and later helped him to a distinguished career as police commis- 
sioner. Riis and Steffens worked closely with Theodore Roosevelt, 
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the reform heacTof the police board, in cleaning up the police 
department. 

All through this period he kept stumbling into cavernous depths 
which most reformers avoided. Croker had assured him that “ the 
business men who have business with the city government and so 
know about the Tammany administration — they are with us.” Yet 
the reformers were seeking to destroy Tammany in order to sup- 
plant it with a government of businessmen. It took him many years 
to “ see through the appearances of things to the facts . . . past 
the lie to the truth,” but his intimate association with various re- 
formers taught him soon enough that the good man in business 
often turned out the bad man in politics — compromise, incompe- 
tence, and arrogance being his chief faults. 

I saw enough of it to realize that reform politics was still politics, only 
worse; refomiers were not so smooth as the professional politicians, and 
it seemed to me they were not so honest — which was a very confusing 
theory to me. 

He also noticed that while waves of reform came and went, the sea 
of organized politics kept rolling along. Circumstances, however, 
temporarily turned his attention from this perplexing phenomenon. 

In 1897 became the city editor of the run-down Commercial 
Advertiser , which several of the executives on The Evening Post 
had decided to take over and enliven with their brand of reformist- 
literary journalism. In order to develop a repertorial staff that would 
depict New York “ as it was: rich and poor, wicked and good, ugly 
but beautiful, growing, great,” he engaged the pick of college gradu- 
ates and trained them to see things clearly and to describe what 
they saw accurately and vividly; The ideal he presented to them was 
“ to get the news so completely and to report it so humanly that 
the reader will see himself in the other fellow’s place.” In a relatively 
short time his staff of talented novices — most of them later became 
prominent writers and editors — succeeded in producing the livest 
and best-written newspaper in New York. Steffens’s own chief in- 
terest remained the game of politics. During this period he strength- 
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ened his intimacy with Theodore Roosevelt and retained it through- 
out the latter's career as colonel of the Rough Riders, as governor of 
New York, and finally as President. 

After four years of hard work on The Commercial Advertiser 
Steffens became managing editor of McClures Magazine. For three 
months he tried to master his new job, but the result was disap- 
pointing. “ I simply was not an editor. As I wandered around that 
magazine office looking for work, I realized that I was a false alarm." 
When McClure returned from Europe he sized up his new execu- 
tive and suggested that he go out on a trip and learn his job away 
from the office. 

Steffens went to Chicago because the magazine had credit with 
a railroad serving that city. He had no definite plan of action, but 
he hoped to discover ideas for articles and men to write them. A 
casual suggestion that he might get something out of the corrup- 
tion scandal then agitating St. Louis sent him there with the 
celerity of a fireman at the sound of the gong. A day later he was 
learning the facts from Joseph W. Folk, the plucky prosecuting 
attorney who was fighting the city's powerful political machine in 
his effort to jail bribers and grafters . 44 It is good business men that 
are corrupting our bad politicians," Folk explained; 44 it is good 
business that causes bad government — in St. Louis." Steffens's 
imagination was on the run. He knew well the way of corruption 
and its evil effects; he was attracted to Folk and saw in a flash that 
he could serve his new friend as well as the cause of reform by ex- 
posing 44 boodle " politics in a popular magazine of national circu- 
lation. He was still thinking of himself as managing editor, however, 
and engaged an able local reporter to write the article on St. Louis 
graft. 

When the manuscript reached him in New York some weeks 
later he found in it certain conspicuous omissions and a rather 
gentle treatment of Boss Butler. Remonstrance brought the reply 
that the complete unvarnished account would mean the end of the 
writer's usefulness in St. Louis. Steffens had no alternative but to 
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rewrite the paper*and take full responsibility as co-author. The 
article, which appeared in October 1902, was the first of its sort in 
the history of American journalism. It was received with surprising 
favor. 

Encouraged by his colleagues, Steffens decided not to depend 
on others but to investigate and describe a series of metropolitan 
governments with a view to testing Folk's assertion “ that bribery 
is not a mere felony, but a revolutionary process which was going on 
in all our cities." Minneapolis, St. Louis (again), Pittsburgh, Phila- 
delphia, Chicago, New York — in each of these cities he worked 
hard with his muckrake and discussed his findings in lively and re- 
vealing papers which created a national sensation. In 1904 they were 
published in a volume, The Shame of the Cities , and established 
Steffens as the country's foremost journalist — at least he was the 
only one to have a cigar named after him. 

In each city he visited he found that — as later proved to be true 
of all municipalities, large and small — the system of graft reached 
into every department of government. Graft was controlled by po- 
litical bosses for the enrichment of the few principals and was con- 
doned and encouargcd by various leading citizens who thrived on 
the special privileges it afforded them. In each instance he discov- 
ered that the city administration was not an independent unit but 
was closely connected with, if not completely controlled by, the 
state government. 

Since 44 the State was the unit of action for good or for evil," he 
next studied the governments of Missouri, Illinois, Wisconsin, 
Rhode Island, Ohio, and New Jersey. As he had expected, the mul- 
tifarious systems of corruption in these states (La Follctte's Wiscon- 
sin was an honorable exception) differed little, if at all, from those 
of the cities — 44 the same methods, the same motives, purposes, 
and men, all to the same end: to make the State officials, the Legis- 
lature, the courts, parts of a system representing the special inter- 
ests of bribers, corruptionists, and criminals." He saw that this 
ubiquitous venality was transforming the basic democracy of our 
towns and states into a boss-ridden oligarchy. This condition he 
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described in a series of frank and incisive articles on state govern- 
ment. The book containing these studies, issued in 1906 under the 
title of The Struggle for Self-Government , greatly accelerated the 
movement for political reform. 

This Steffens knew: the current explanations of political corrup- 
tion were superficial and false. 44 It is not a temporary evil/' he 
explained, 44 not an accidental wickedness, not a passing symptom 
of the youth of a people. It is a natural process by which a democ- 
racy is made gradually over into a plutocracy/' Chiefly responsible 
for this process were the businessmen who sought special rights 
and franchises and obtained them by corrupting public officials be- 
cause it was easier and cheaper that way. 44 Not the politician, then, 
not the bribe-taker, but the bribe-giver, the man wc are so proud 
of, our successful business man — he is the source and sustenance 
of bad government/’ Worse still was the resulting vicious circle 
which blighted both briber and bribed. Thus, to obtain certain 
rights for less than they were worth, public utilities bribed bosses 
and legislators to enact the necessary laws. But this was only the 
beginning. These corporations had to continue their political chi- 
cane to make sure that their privileges — and the stock they had 
watered on the strength of this 44 good will ” — were properly pro- 
tected from honest officials and slippery double-dealers. 44 A rail- 
road/' Steffens pointed out, 44 must govern, somehow, the State 
or the commission that otherwise would govern the railroad/' 
Other businesses were equally involved in the practice of corrup- 
tion. 

After what I have seen in Chicago, St. Louis, Pittsburgh, and in Mis- 
souri and Illinois and the United States, I am almost persuaded that no 
honest official in power can meet the expectations of great corporations; 
they have been spoiled, like bad American children, and are ever ready 
to resort to corruption and force. 

He was not surprised to find that these businessmen continued to 
think of themselves as good and patriotic citizens. Neither public 
opinion nor their own conscience pointed to the enormity of their 
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guilt. To them, “ treason ” was to betray your country overtly to 
the enemy; but to destroy “ the fundamental institutions of your 
country and the saving character of American manhood — that is 
not treason, that is politics, and politics is business, and business, 
you know, is business/' When he pointed this out to a lawyer who 
handled “ boodle ” for his rich clients, the man was genuinely dis- 
tressed. 

I never realized how wrong wc were. You understand, we thought we 
were after only this law or that franchise. We never stopped to think 
that other men also wanted this or that, and that all of us together were 
doing something rotten. Wc never saw it whole the way you see it. It's 
fierce when you take it all in at one gulp like this. 

But he made no effort to reform. The lure of large fees and the 
grip of long habit were too much for this lawyer s crippled con- 
science. 


Steffens's writings and lectures helped to bring political corrup- 
tion to the forefront of national issues. The masses of people, 
shocked by the exposure of graft in high places, clamored for action. 
Assuming that political reform was the sovereign remedy, they met 
everywhere to “ throw the rascals out/' In almost every instance 
reform proved itself an ephemeral phenomenon in American life. 
Even where most successful it did not last long — and the politi- 
cians had only to bide their time until they were returned to office. 
This happened largely because of the defection of the “ good " citi- 
zens. These civic leaders were either naive men who believed that 
their duty ended with the election of reform canadidates or busi- 
nessmen who reneged as soon as reform laws began to tamper with 
their special privileges. Their withdrawal usually brought the move- 
ment for reform to a full circle. 

Aware as he had become of the weaknesses of refprm, Steffens 
was not yet ready to give up the fight. By writing a series of essays 
on some of the outstanding reformers he hoped to encourage those 
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honest citizens who were continuing their campaign against cor- 
rupt government. Having already enlarged upon the achievements 
of Folk, La Follette, Tom Johnson, “ Golden Rule " Jones, and 
others, he now told the stories of Mark Fagan, the little Republican 
undertaker who “ carried Democratic Jersey City three times run- 
ning Everett Colby, the rich young Wall Street broker who beat 
the New Jersey bosses in a final showdown; Ben Lindsey, the Demo- 
cratic “ kids' judge " in Denver whose applied Christianity in the 
courtroom antagonized the rich of both parties but who was kept 
in office by the votes of the poor; W. S. U'Ren, the Colorado 
blacksmith who became a people's lobbyist in Oregon and ham- 
mered out “ legislative tools for the use of democracy everywhere 
and Rudolph Spreckels, the millionaire capitalist who led the fight 
on vice and corruption in San Francisco. He depicted their devo- 
tion to truth, their trust in democracy, their deep humanity, their 
essential goodness. It is of these reformers that he wrote in italics: 
“ The happiest men I know in all this unhappy life of ours , are 
those leaders who, brave , loyal , and sometimes in tears , are serving 
their fellow men.” The five sanguine studies of different types of 
reformers were published in McClure's and later in a book entitled 
Upbuilders. 

These Davids in politics, Steffens emphasized, trusted the people 
and forged ahead with their help. They knew that the mass of citi- 
zens were not beyond temptation, but they regarded them as “ bet- 
ter than their ‘ betters ' " just because their economic stake was so 
small. “ They are not in on any graft, so they can be fair. . . . They 
arc ignorant, and they can be and often are corrupted, but not many 
educated individuals are as wise as the mass of men when individuals 
haven't tampered with them." And while they tended to be suspi- 
cious or indifferent because they have been betrayed so often by 
leaders they had trusted, they were ever ready to listen to anyone 
who appealed to their sense of humanity. This fundamental truth 
of democracy is stressed in the Foreword: 

Wherever the people have found a leader who was loyal to them, brave , 
and not too far ahead, there they have followed him, and there has been 
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begun the solutiorfof our common problem; the problem of the cities, 
states, and nations — the problem of civilized living in human communi- 
ties. 

In the late 1900's Steffens was at the peak of his influence. His 
writings were widely quoted and discussed. He was in great demand 
as a lecturer. His advice and assistance were sought by all types of 
people, who turned to him as the expert in graft and government. 
And he did not spare himself. To his father he boasted: “ I like 
best what I'm doing now, simply because I'm getting an influence 
far beyond that of any newspaper editor, to say nothing of the 
monthlies." 

For all his prestige and power, and for all his eagerness to im- 
prove our democratic form of government, he remained the ques- 
tioner and the critic. He was not made of the stuff of a popular 
leader or of a social crusader. The urge to right a wrong seldom 
impelled him to act overtly. His indignation was too often tempered 
by an effervescent humor: the ironist's view of the foibles of hu- 
manity. He was more frequently impressed by the inherent de- 
cency of the unscrupulous boss than by the pinchbeck righteousness 
of a civic leader. It took him years to realize that what mattered 
was not so much the crook as the conditions that made his crime 
possible. He was equally long in learning that the key to corrup- 
tion was privilege. “ It is privilege that causes evil in the world, not 
wickedness, and not men." Yet his attacks on corruption were writ- 
ten to amuse as well as to deprecate, and few readers saw the signifi- 
cance of his basic conclusions. He was satisfied to let others un- 
sheathe their swords against the monster. 

After nearly seven years of political muckraking he felt he had 
reached a journalistic dead-end. He was not interested in turning 
the same muck all over again. Having given up his job with M c- 
Clure's in 1906 and his connection with The American Magazine 
a year later, he decided to remain a free-lance and write as he pleased. 
His articles on the Presidential candidates in 1908. helped him 
maintain his eminence as a political reporter. 

It was at this time that Edward A. Filene, the prominent Boston 
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merchant and philanthropist, asked Steffens to make a study of the 
New England metropolis. The terms were very attractive: a year's 
residence, a good salary, and a free hand. He accepted the more 
readily because he had long thought of investigating Boston in 
order to verify his theory that the older the city the more steeped 
it was in privilege and hypocrisy. Nor was he disappointed: busi- 
ness and politics functioned as a unit. “ Gentlemen attended to all 
the politics." Consequently there was little obvious scandal and no 
boss in Boston. But while it seemed better governed than other 
cities, its bribery and corruption were merely more subtly concealed. 
“ Boston has carried the practice of hypocrisy to the nth degree of 
refinement, grace, and failure." 

From the point of view of the Boston reformers and businessmen, 
Steffens's analysis of their city's politics was a complete failure. His 
recommendation that they get rid of hypocrisy by yet more hypoc- 
risy struck them as frivolous. Yet he was never more serious. What 
he found was a deep, subconscious conflict between the city's Puri- 
tanic heritage and its gross industrialism. His remedy was 

to draw a plan for its reform that would lead the community as a whole to 
see that something was making them all do what they did not want to 
do ... to produce a city of people on to themselves, and so uncom- 
fortably “ on " that they would either change the conditions or become 
a community of conscious crooks, or, best of all, give up their old ideals 
and form new ideals which would fit modem life and save the United 
States from hypocrisy and the fate of nations. 

•Yet he was too much the idealist to accept his own conclusions 
with an easy conscience. It took him several years to write the re- 
port, which so dissatisfied him that it was never published. For by 
this time he had learned another lesson: “ The reformation of poli- 
tics and business by propaganda and political action was impossible. 
Nothing but revolution could change the system." 

On his return to New York late in 1909 Steffens indeed thought 
of himself as a radical and became interested in the prominent so- 
cial rebels of the day. But he joined with none of them, finding 
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them creed-bound, doctrinaire. “ I proposed to play with all of them, 
and work with some, as I did, experimentally.” This attitude marked 
him as the true liberal, which he was, and therefore no better than 
any other bourgeois in the eyes of the extremists. Nor could he 
repress the feeling that he was indeed ineffectual, played-out. He 
refused several generous offers from magazines on the ground that 
he had nothing to offer them. Meantime his wife began to ail and 
died early in 1911. Her loss grieved him deeply and he felt himself 
adrift, homeless and helpless. His efforts to keep himself profitably 
occupied only accentuated the awareness that he was merely mark- 
ing time. Only the study of the New Testament brought him a 
measure of solace. 

Steffens was in that frame of mind when the sensational McNa- 
mara labor dynamiting case in Los Angeles broke in the newspapers. 
What aroused his interest was not whether or not the two brothers 
were responsible for the Times Building explosion which had 
caused the death of twenty-one lives but why a conservative trade 
union should feel compelled to fight unco-operative employers with 
dynamite. He had no difficulty in getting a syndicate of newspapers 
to send him to the trial as their special correspondent. 

He very quickly surmised that the McNamaras had done the 
dynamiting and that Clarence Darrow, their chief counsel, was 
fearful that they would be convicted and hanged. He perceived as 
well that the opening of the trial was bringing the prolonged bitter 
struggle between organized labor and the united Los Angeles em- 
ployers to the point of open class war. Eager to help avoid a costly 
and bloody clash, hoping to effect a working understanding be- 
tween the antagonistic groups, and stimulated by his acute vanity, 
Steffens hit upon the idea of converting both sides to the Golden 
Rule. Ever at heart a true admirer of Jesus, his imagination hugged 
the thought of applying the balm of Christianity to a deep social 
wound. His plan was to get the McNamara brothers to plead guilty 
on the condition that’ the Los Angeles business leaders would agree 
to join with labor in making their city a model of co-operation 
between employer and employee — a sheer utopian dream. 
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When he explained his plan to the prisoners, they assured him 
that they would be willing to hang for its success. Darrow was skep- 
tical but agreed to let him try. When he broached the idea to sev- 
eral of the principal businessmen, each one, affected by Steffens's 
sincere eloquence, agreed to take part in the social experiment but 
doubted if the others would even hear of it. He then invited them 
and a number of others to a meeting, explained his plan in full, 
and urged them to act generously for the good of their city. They 
did — justifying his “ theory that there is enough good in all men of 
imagination and power to do any good, hard job, even if it is not 
obviously in their own selfish interest/' One of them got the prose- 
cuting attorney to agree to the plan as well as to obtain the judge's 
consent to the procedure. 

When the story broke in the courtroom the shock of surprise 
was more than the human mind could assimilate suddenly. Some 
men, unable to apprehend the underlying motive, became angry — 
as if they had been cheated. Union leaders were confused. The min- 
isters of the city's churches failed completely to recognize the 
Golden Rule in action. Their Sunday sermons were preachments 
of “ hate and disappointed revenge their vindictive outbursts 
“ came like the cries of a lynching mob and frightened all the timid 
men who had worked with us — and the judge." The next day the 
plan was repudiated. The agreements with labor were not kept. 
Steffens “ felt defeated, disgraced somehow, and helpless." He had 
to admit that “ Christianity won't work long in our day. The organ- 
ization of society is against it." For years he was known as “ Golden 
Rule " Steffens, derided by both sides alike for meddling in a mat- 
ter that he did not understand. 

The next three years were for him a period of decline and disil- 
lusionment. His popularity and influence reached their lowest ebb. 
But his conscience was clear — at least he believed that his scheme 
was a good one and could have worked. He faced his labor detrac- 
tors openly and defended himself with a frankness and eloquence 
that earned the respect of hostile workmen. His lectures and debates 
on the McNamara case persuaded thousands of his hearers that the 
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defeat of his plan was a great loss to the weal of the entire nation. 
Later, on completing his abortive book on Boston, he visited Europe 
on the chance that he might wish to muckrake its various govern- 
ments. He found, however, that the system of graft was accepted 
there as a matter of course — with English gentlemen standing up 
for their privileges as Americans would for their rights. On his return 
to New York he hit upon another quixotic plan: an amnesty for 
all labor prisoners. None of the executive officials, however — from 
President Wilson down — showed a willingness to brave the conse- 
quences of public misunderstanding. 

Steffens was in Italy when World War I began. He was not sur- 
prised. Nor did he care to become a war correspondent — a task he 
considered as futile as muckraking Europe. “ The firing line isn't 
the line of most interest/' he wrote. Instead he went to Mexico, 
where the revolution was reaching to the roots of the country's so- 
cial system. It was his theory then “ that the inevitable war would 
bring on the inevitable revolution/' and he wanted to see for him- 
self whether or not the civil strife in backward Mexico was the real 
thing. He soon sensed that it was. Nor was he long in discovering 
that the revolution was neither caused nor started by the radicals. 
Madero and Carranza were not revolutionists: all they wanted at 
first were mild reforms. The established order had become so rotten, 
however, that it collapsed at the first impact of rebelliousness on 
the part of a few liberals. The phenomenon appealed to his imagi- 
nation. He gained Carranza's confidence and joined his retinue on 
a trip across the country. Months of intimacy with the leaders of 
the revolution enabled him to perceive that revolution had a basic 
similarity to reform: both tended to complete the circle. A wave of 
reform usually ended with the same privileged groups in control. 
A revolution merely took longer to dissipate its greater impetus. 
" But the tendency is to form a complete circle back to the start- 
ing-point, and there is progress or, at least, change on]y when the 
return misses the starting-point and forms a spiral." Carranza knew 
social history and was making a sincere effort to form this spiral. 
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For nearly two years Steffens made himself Mexico's unofficial 
interpreter and advocate. While American interventionists did their 
utmost to crush the revolution, he toured the United States in an 
effort to rally the country to a sympathetic understanding of events 
in Mexico. He also lobbied the administration in Washington and 
finally gained the ear of President Wilson — thereby helping to 
avoid a war which at the time seemed inevitable. Years later he re- 
garded this interview as his most successful undertaking. 

A chance meeting with his old friend Charles R. Crane, who was 
about to leave for Russia on a diplomatic mission, made it possible 
for Steffens to accompany him to that country within two weeks 
after the revolution in Petrograd had begun. Here, too, he found 
that the established government had been overthrown not by revo- 
lutionists, who were mostly in exile or in Siberia, but by its own cor- 
ruption and decrepitude. For days he watched and studied the 
crowds of Russian workers and peasants milling in the streets: in- 
articulate, groping for the truth, dimly aware of their political liber- 
ation — yet dominating the situation by their multitudinous and 
persistent presence. They were the revolutionists! Milyukov and 
especially Kerensky rose to power because they “ expressed the feel- 
ings — fear, faith, hope — of the people they were the first emo- 
tional mouthpieces of the masses in motion. As early as May, how- 
ever, after watching the temper and direction of the increasingly 
restive crowds, Steffens knew that their real leader was not the 
ebullient Kerensky but the calm and clearheaded Lenin. 

Overflowing with the urgency and importance of his message, 
Steffens returned to this country with the new Russian ambassador. 
After he had delivered confidential oral and written reports to 
President Wilson, he devoted himself to lecturing on the meaning 
of the Russian Revolution. Although his audiences were large and 
sympathetic, he found the nation as a whole increasingly hostile 
towards the revolution and particularly towards the emerging Bol- 
shevik leaders. Men in positions of importance began to frown upon 
him as a radical, and for the first time in twenty years he was unable 
to sell an article to a popular magazine under his own name. This 
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unsavory reputation fater almost kept him from going to Europe 
for the peace conference; officials in the State Department refused 
to give him his passport — until he made use of the good offices of 
his friend Colonel House. 

In February 1919, Steffens accompanied the young, dashing 
William Bullitt to Russia on a semiofficial mission. Again he had 
the opportunity to study the dynamic direction of the revolution. 
He noted with deep interest that the Bolshevik plan was “ not by 
direct action to resist such evils as poverty and riches, graft, privi- 
lege, tyranny, and war, but to seek out and remove the causes of 
them/' Nor was he unaware that the Soviet leaders were not prac- 
tising what they had formerly preached; that in Russia, as elsewhere, 
theories tended to lose themselves in the welter of reality. Thus the 
once vital questions of political rights and personal liberty had be- 
come academic in the ruthless striving for economic democracy and 
national security. Indeed, the war on its several borders helped to in- 
tensify the emerging dictatorship — which the leaders admitted but 
made no effort to modify. “ It was a new culture, an economic, sci- 
entific, not a moral, culture " — one that Steffens understood and 
wished well. Chiefly he admired Lenin's active intelligence. After 
an interview with him he was convinced that this Bolshevik chief 
was “ cautiously applying to the social life of Russia the best we 
know of the science of government." More, he possessed greater 
perspicacity and acumen than the leaders of the Versailles Peace 
Conference. They were mere seamen on the stormy seas of history, 
sailing without compass toward no certain port; he was a fully 
equipped navigator, with his eye upon the chart of a long-planned 
voyage. 

The truth of this comparison was emphasized by the cavalier 
repudiation of the Bullitt mission on the part of the Allies and by 
their refusal to face the reality of Bolshevik domination. The more 
Steffens watched the actual working of the peace conference the 
more it seemed to him “ to be a case of a lot of great little human 
beings wabbling around in the throne of God." These politicians 
were blind to the underlying causes of the war and to the nature of 
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its aftermath. And much as he sympathized with President Wilson, 
he could not help thinking of him as “ the most perfect example 
we have produced of the culture which has failed and is dying out/' 
Later Steffens wrote to his friend Filene: 

Lenin understood, you remember, better than the members of the 
Peace Conference themselves what they did and failed to do. This 
simply means that there is another culture in the world than this im- 
moral, so-called moral culture which your business men and statesmen 
prate about and march their armies all over. . . . 

Steffens remained on the Continent for sixteen months after 
the peace conference had ended. He visited a number of countries, 
studying their abortive revolutions, their pathetic efforts at social 
and economic readjustments, and their general futile striving for a 
vanished sense of security. He wrote little — perhaps because no 
American editor was interested in his work — but he thought and 
“ unlearned ” a lot. Much as he preferred peaceful evolution to 
Bolshevism — he recoiled from class war even when he accepted it 
intellectually — he knew no alternative; men in power everywhere 
were too selfish to evolve — “ not while they have their special 
privileges to protect.” Before leaving for the United States in the 
fall of 1920 he wrote, as an afterthought: 

Europe is fighting, waiting, starving. I have seen hell. But I saw light 
too; the dawn, and I would like to spend the evening of my life watch- 
ing the morning of the new world. 

Again he lectured to eager and interested audiences in many 
cities and towns, telling them about his impressions of Europe. He 
also revisited Mexico to see what the years had done to the revolu- 
tion. The following summer he tried, unsuccessfully, to enter 
famine-stricken Russia. On his return to this country he became 
the executive secretary of the committee for Russian relief. At the 
same time he renewed his drive for the amnesty of American politi- 
cal and labor prisoners. He interested Postmaster-General Hays and 
might have prevailed with President Harding, but Hays's sudden 
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illness permitted Secretary Hoover to frighten the easy-going Hard- 
ing. Eugene V. Debs was the only conspicuous prisoner to be par- 
doned. Whereupon Steffens, prevented by Great Britain from vis- 
iting India, sailed once more for Europe, satisfied “ merely to watch 
social processes/' 

More than a year later he joined Senator La Follette's party in a 
tour of Russia. His heart leaped at the sight of the progress achieved 
by the Soviet government. It was obvious that the revolution was 
spiraling to its original goal. Talks with some of the Bolshevik lead- 
ers made it easy for him to understand why so many liberals feared 
and detested them. He found them “ as ruthless, arrogant, hard- 
boiled, as prisons, tortures, sufferings and failures can make them. 
They are terrible in their determination to stick it out/' He left 
Russia convinced that its government “ owns and means to control 
all those economic interests which own and control every other 
government in the world." Yet glad as he was to see the Bolsheviks 
validating his theory of modem society, he felt too old and too 
much the liberal to join them as his young friend John Reed had 
done. As he wrote afterwards: 

I am a patriot for Russia; the Future is there; Russia will win out and 
will save the world. That is my belief. But I don't want to live there. It is 
too much like serving in an army at war with no mercy for the weak and 
no time for the wounded. 

With his wonted humor he admitted that he was like the good 
Christian who believed in Heaven but was in no hurry to get there. 

Some years ago Steffens had ceased muckraking because of his 
belief that nothing short of a spiraling revolution could abolish cor- 
ruptive privilege. Now he began to grope for a means of presenting 
his theory in a clear and effective manner. His study of the Mexican 
and Russian revolutions excited his imagination but did not at 
once crystallize his conclusions. Events kept interrupting his reflec- 
tions. For nearly a decade he was more the observer than the re- 
porter and analyst. Then, even as he had saturated his mind with 
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the New Testament after his muckraking experience, he turned to 
a perusal of the Old Testament subsequent to his final visit to 
Russia. And in the story of Moses he found the prototype of social 
revolutions. 

Moses in Red , which he completed in 1924 and published two 
years later, narrates the events leading to the liberation of the Jews 
from Egyptian servitude in such a manner as to illustrate the causes 
and characteristics of a typical revolution. In discussing the various 
steps leading to the successful rebellion he develops “ a serious 
essay on the laws of revolution.” First of all he makes clear that 
nobody likes revolutions — not even revolutionists. “ They are vio- 
lent, messy, stormlike affairs which are almost impossible to man- 
age and direct.” They are usually forced upon the antagonists of 
the status quo by those in power who insist on blocking impera- 
tive changes. In such cases revolutions are “ as natural and as un- 
derstandable as a flood, a fire or a war.” Yet the outside world, 
noting only the excesses and fearful of being affected by them, is 
quick to condemn the revolutionists and to seek their defeat. 

The thing that people deplore most about revolutions is their 
perversely undemocratic direction. Yet that is inherent in all great 
social crises. In time of war or natural cataclysm governments tend 
in effect to become dictatorships; if most men do not feel oppressed 
on such occasions it is only because they willingly, if unconsciously, 
forgo their normal rights and prerogatives for the good of the entire 
nation. In a revolution, however, the defeated privileged groups 
will fight until they are crushed; where they are permitted to exist 
they will seize power at the first opportunity — as they did in Hun- 
gary and Bavaria in 1919; neither side can tolerate the slightest de- 
gree of individual freedom. As Steffens stated emphatically: 

In revolutions, in wars and in all such disorganizing , fear spreading 
crises in human affairs , nations tend to return to the first , the simplest 9 
and perhaps the best form of government: a dictatorship . 

Human liberty, in truth, rises with the general sense of security and 
falls with the general sense of danger — “ regardless of man-made 
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laws and soul-felt idealism/' Consequently individual freedom will 
be one of man's last achievements. Viewed from this standpoint, 
the excesses and excrescences of the revolution in Russia become 
not the work of depraved fanatics, as maintained by its victims and 
enemies, but the unavoidable concomitants of a grave social crisis; 
and Lenin's conscious acceptance and forceful direction of the con- 
sequences of the social storm mark him as a realistic historian and 
revolutionary genius. 

These premises were confirmed in Steffens’s mind by Mussolini's 
rise to power. This fascist leader struck him as a new kind of politi- 
cal boss. What impressed him particularly was the Italian's skilled 
adaptation of Lenin’s revolutionary method to his own selfish ends, 

Mussolini has no worth-while purpose that makes his policy an experi- 
ment in politics; but he did watch the Russian Revolution, as I would 
have such things watched, drew some conclusions scientifically and, act- 
ing upon them, confirmed some theories of Lenin as to political method. 

Fascism at work proved some of Stcffens's own contentions as well: 
that “ our culture of good and evil does not contain a solution, can- 
not even visualize the problem, which is economic and not moral 
that any serious social crisis which poses class against class will 
bring forth a dictatorship — either of the Left or of the Right; that 
while a radical oligarchy is motivated by social ideals and looks to 
the future, a fascist autocrat tends to increase the powers of the 
privileged few and therefore to aggravate the social crisis. And when 
Steffens saw the capitalist statesmen, who scorned to deal with the 
Bolsheviks, ingratiating themselves with the blustering Mussolini, 
he knew that Europe was doomed to suffer another war. 

At the peace conference in Versailles, Steffens fell in love with 
Ella Winter, a young English student of economics. Although he 
was then intermittently living with the woman he had cared for 
during his undergraduate days and had met again .after his wife's 
death, he could not suppress his affection for the bright-eyed girl. 
In vain were the appeals to his conscience, the reminder of the 
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great disparity in their ages. When he learned in 1923 that Ella 
loved him too, he married her. Their union was secret until he 
discovered, to his ineffable delight, that he was to become a father. 
He then made the marriage known to his friends and took his wife 
to Italy. There “ Pete ” was born and there they lived most of the 
time until in 1927 they made their home in California. Father of 
a firstborn in his fifty-ninth year, Steffens immersed himself in the 
duties and pleasures of parenthood. He became in truth the most 
affectionate and painstaking father in modern literature. And al- 
though he knew he had acted like a cad to his former lover, his 
strong sense of guilt failed to mar his new and overflowing happi- 
ness. 

In 1925 he began to divide his time between Pete and the writ- 
ing of his autobiography. For years he had wanted to present the 
lessons of his fruitful experience in a book. But the form eluded 
him. What he wished to bring out lent itself neither to fiction nor 
to political treatise. He experimented with the fable, but Moses in 
Red at best dealt with only one of the lessons. His choice of Satan 
as a mouthpiece failed to satisfy him. Then he hit upon the idea of 
telling his story in autobiographical form. Once he saw his way 
clearly, he wrote with enthusiasm and fastidious care. It was a labor 
of love, and it was very good. He knew he had a vivid and valuable 
story to tell and he told it with a freedom and verve and humor 
that gave his work pre-eminence among modem autobiographies. 
The book pulsates with the vitality of the whole man. The charm of 
his- personality imbues every page; his moral earnestness thrusts 
through the veneer of soft humor. And if the style fascinates, the 
sagacity of his “ unlearning ” steals upon one almost impercep- 
tibly. Never again can the reader of the book forget his “ lessons ” 
on the nature and technique of political corruption, the failure of 
reform, and the character and significance of social revolution. 

It took Steffens five years to write the book. When it was pub- 
lished in 1931, its success exceeded everyone's expectations. A first 
large printing at $7.50 per copy was sold within ten days. A lower- 
priced edition brought the total sale to 65,000 copies by the end of 
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the year. His name recovered its magnetic appeal, and his lecture 
schedule became as crowded as in the days of his muckraking emi- 
nence. In December 1933, however, he suffered a heart attack and 
his doctor put an end to his public appearances. 

In 1931, refusing commercial offers, he began to write a column 
of brief paragraphs successively for The Carmelite , Controversy , 
and Pacific Weekly , all local periodicals. He spoke his mind freely 
and pithily on matters of interest to him. He also indulged in remi- 
niscence, and gave many revealing sidelights on his political experi- 
ences. Although he himself had failed to foresee the economic de- 
pression, and had for a little while believed that the 44 new " capi- 
talism of the 1920's might do indirectly what the Bolsheviks were 
achieving by frontal attack, his most caustic shafts were directed 
against the advocates of “ rugged individualism/' Paragraph after 
paragraph indicted the beneficiaries of special privilege. Only 44 a 
fearless, unprivileged economic system," he insisted, could secure 
for the people the good things they wanted. While he never be- 
came a communist, he continued to defend Soviet Russia and to 
sympathize with the aims and aspirations of communism. Yet he 
was never splenetic in these comments, for he believed that 44 the 
only thing worth having in an earthly existence is a sense of humor." 
He lived long enough to learn of the civil war in Spain, and one of 
his last paragraphs, written a few days before his heart stopped 
beating, reveals a prescience and wisdom characteristic of his deep 
understanding of the world he lived in: 44 Spain's is the first, the 
opening battle of man for man; perhaps it is the most decisive bat- 
tle. Anyway it is ours, as they must know and we must. I say we do, 
and that we realize as they fight that we have to finish what they 
are starting." Lincoln Steffens Speaking , containing his own choice 
of the best of these columns, was published shortly after his death 
in 1936. 

Two years later Ella Winter and Granville Hicks edited a two- 
volume collection of Steffens's letters. Spanning his entire adult life 
of nearly fifty years, these letters both complement and augment 
his Autobiography . In the latter he was too eager to dwell on the 
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lessons of his experience and too handicapped by his promise not 
to mention the woman he had ill-treated to reveal significant as- 
pects of his personal life. In his letters, however, he wrote freely 
and naturally. And the editors, confronted with the task of selec- 
tion and omission, wisely included those letters which at once fill 
the gaps and enrich the portrayal of the Autobiography . The result 
is a book that deepens one's understanding of his warm and vivid 
personality. For here Steffens unfolds himself as a most devoted son 
and brother, the sympathetic and valued friend to scores of well- 
known men and women, the joyous lover who suffered deep an- 
guish at his inability to control his affection, and the wise and 
watchful man of the world who retained to the end his childlike 
eagerness for 44 finding things out." Ever with him was the ability to 
laugh — a characteristic, much more evidenced in his personal let- 
ters than in his public writings, which spread joy across the path of 
his life. Equally remarkable about these hundreds of letters is their 
consistent stylistic excellence. Never written for publication, they 
are a free outpouring of finely phrased ideas and feelings. As Carl 
Sandburg wrote: 44 In this collection of letters there are moments 
when he surpasses in sheer writing, in vivid human utterance, the 
best spots in the books hitherto published." In these personal com- 
munications he was the man himself, unhampered and unself- 
conscious, making ready use of his great gift of verbal expression, 
revealing a personality firm in fundamentals and rich in overtones 
— a truly wise and cultivated man. 



RANDOLPH BOURNE 

THE HISTORY OF A LITERARY RADICAL 


W riting to a friend in 191 3, while still a student at Colum- 
bia University, Randolph Bourne outlined his brief but 
turbulent future with exceptional insight: 

I can almost see now that my path in life will be on the outside of things, 
poking holes in the holy, criticising the established, satirizing the self- 
respecting and contented. Never being competent to direct and manage 
any of the affairs of the world myself, I will be forced to sit off by my- 
self in the wilderness, howling like a coyote that everything is being run 
wrong. 

If this self-estimate was overmodest, it described accurately his un- 
happy role during the stormy years of World War I. Earlier his 
eagerness to deepen and purify the cultural stream and his impa- 
tience with muddling and meandering forced him to rebel against 
his smug elders and to proclaim the ideal of the American promise. 
He was equally energetic in his advocacy of progressive methods of 
education, new literary values, and economic democracy. In each 
field his voice rang true and strong — but not loud enough to shake 
the walls of Jericho. And when the claws of war fastened on the 
United States and men scorned the thought of peace, Bourne fought 
desperately against what seemed to him a disastrous betrayal of 
American culture. Driven into the wilderness, he remained there to 
the end of his untimely death a few weeks after the Armistice, feed- 
ing on the anguish in his heart and holding fast to liis vision of the 
American promise. 
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Randolph Bourne's painfully crippled body affected every facet 
of his brief career as a writer and radical. Of an old American fam- 
ily living in Bloomfield, New Jersey, he was bom in 1886 with a 
slight curvature of the spine and a twisted face that caused him to 
grow up a hunchback with a large head and asymmetrical features. 
As a child he was just strong enough to participate in boys' games 
but never able to compete successfully. His rigid Calvinistic train- 
ing forced him to regard his failures as the consequence of moral 
weakness. “ I never resigned myself to the inevitable," he wrote 
later, “ but overtaxed myself constantly in a grim determination to 
succeed." The more he tried the deeper became his feeling of inade- 
quacy. Yet, eager to excel, he unconsciously concentrated on the 
things he could do well. In time he exhibited a degree of precocity at 
the piano and at his studies. He took little pleasure in these accom- 
plishments, however, and all through his childhood he was humili- 
ated by his physical abnormality. 

The years of adolescence intensified his misery. He was of a so- 
ciable nature and liked to be with girls. To see other youths dance 
and flirt excited and tormented him. Yet, to judge by the diary he 
kept in his fifteenth year, his daily life passed fairly pleasantly. For 
years he read the New York Tribune with interest if not with full 
understanding, and he later asserted that it educated him far bet- 
ter than his school textbooks. If his home and social environment 
were narrowly bourgeois, the books he read in his teens were mostly 
classics of his own choosing, and these quickened his critical sense. 
By' the time he graduated from high school in 1903, well near the 
head of his class, his intellectual maturity and range of interests 
were far above those of his classmates. 

Poverty now combined with deformity to aggravate his feeling 
of frustration. An unexplained adverse turn in the family fortunes 
not only cut short his hope of going to college at this time but 
forced him to begin earning his living without further preparation. 
The ordeal of looking for work became fixed in his memory. The 
knowledge that he was “ unable to counteract that fatal first im- 
pression " and that people either pitied or put him off, tormented 
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him long after the event* “ This sensitiveness/* he later said of 
himself, “ absolutely unfits him for business and the practice of a 
profession, where one must be ‘ all things to all men/ and the pro- 
fessional manner is indispensable to success." 

After several months of secretarial work he was employed by a 
musician to cut perforated music rolls for player-pianos. He was 
paid five cents a foot, or one-third of what his employer received. 
As his skill increased, his rate of pay was cut ten percent. When he 
protested he was told to leave if he was dissatisfied. “ Fear smote 
me. This was my only skill, and my timorous experience filled the 
outside world with horrors. I returned cravenly to my bench/' But 
he now knew the meaning of exploitation. The experience pushed 
him in the direction of radicalism. He began to read the literature 
of dissidence. Henry George's Progress and Poverty and other simi- 
lar books provided him “ with the materials for a philosophy which 
explained why men were miserable and overworked . . . and 
which fixed the blame." Further study turned him to the ideal of 
socialism. 

This social philosophy has not only made the world intelligible and 
dynamic to me, but has furnished me with the strongest spiritual sup- 
port. . . . Life will have little meaning for me except as I am able to 
contribute toward some such ideal of social betterment, if not in deed, 
then in word. 

In the meantime his employer's business failed and, with no 
other work available to him near Bloomfield, Bourne went to New 
York. For two anguished years he tried everything at which he had 
the slightest chance. The giving of a few music lessons alone kept 
him from starving. This again deepened his sense of frustration, and 
he later wrote: 

There is a poignant mental torture that comes with such an experience 
— the urgent need, the repeated failure, or rather the repeated failure 
even to obtain a chance to fail, the realization that those at home can 
ill afford to have you idle, the growing dread of encountering people. 
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After six years of struggle he became convinced that he could 
win security only by fitting himself for work which required neither 
a good appearance nor physical exertion. At the urging of a friend 
he applied for a Columbia University scholarship. To his surprise 
he not only received it but was admitted with advanced standing. 
In September 1909, in his twenty-fourth year, he resumed his for- 
mal education — with his body more crooked than ever, but with a 
mind straight and strong and eager for knowledge. 

Life as a student was not easy for Bourne. He still had to provide 
for his room and meals and jobs were still as elusive as before. It 
was only after great effort that he obtained work as a piano accom- 
panist. From the first, however, he rejoiced in his new mode of ex- 
istence. The intellectual atmosphere of Columbia exhilarated him. 
The great books, classic and modem, which he soon read with avid- 
ity, wakened his latent powers of literary expression. While the 
stuffiness of his English courses changed his mind about majoring 
in literature, he began to write for The Columbia Monthly and 
later became its editor-in-chief. His admiration of such men as John 
Dewey, Charles A. Beard, F. A. Giddings, and Frederick Wood- 
bridge led to his concentrating on the social sciences. It was with 
these teachers in mind that he later described the ideal professor 
as “ the man who, while he knows one branch thoroughly, is inter- 
ested in a wide range of subjects.” They in turn readily appreci- 
ated his incisive mind and his literary talents, and went out of their 
way to befriend him. 

Early in 1911, in his second year at college, he achieved the rare 
distinction for an undergraduate of getting an article accepted by 
the august Atlantic Monthly — largely through the assistance of 
Dean Woodbridge, who not only suggested the topic but sent the 
essay to his friend Ellery Sedgwick, the editor. The latter was so 
impressed with the cogency and craftsmanship of the paper — 
which contained a challenge of youth to their elders — that he ar- 
ranged a meeting with Bourne and subsequently published a num- 
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ber of his articles. Before long, other widely read periodicals began 
to print his writings. 

A number of his “ high-brow ” classmates, attracted to him be- 
cause of his literary success, soon became his close friends. “ At 
college I met for the first time not only one person but many who 
thought as I did, and formed an interesting social group in which 
members constantly stimulated each other/' As a self-conscious, if 
vague, radical he joined the Intercollegiate Socialist Society and 
eagerly participated in its activities. The Paterson strike of 1913 
stimulated him to write a poem, “ Sabotage," in which he identified 
himself with the “ slaves ” of the industrial machine. 

In his senior year his essay, “ Doctrine of the Rights of Man as 
Formulated by Thomas Paine," won a coveted prize. In addition 
he became an honor student, a member of Phi Beta Kappa, and 
the recipient of a fellowship for graduate study. His conspicuous 
career at the university was crowned by the generous Gilder travel- 
ing fellowship, which gave him the opportunity to spend a year in 
Europe immediately before the outbreak of war in 1914. 

As a graduate student Bourne majored in sociology, but it was 
Dewey's instrumentalist philosophy that most stimulated him. To- 
gether with William James, Dewey gave him new insights into the 
fundamental relationship between philosophy and life. 

Professor Dewey [he wrote in 1915] has been the first thinker to put 
the moral and social goal a notch ahead. . . . In its larger implications, 
Professor Dewey's philosophy challenges the whole machinery of our 
world of right and wrong, law and order, property and religion, the old 
technique by which society is still being managed and regulated. 

From Dewey he learned that the mind is a tool, or instrument, with 
which we adjust ourselves to our specific environments; that reason 
has no divine origin and no key to eternal truth, but was merely “ a 
practical instrument by which we solve problems that “ words 
are not invariable symlx>ls for invariable things, but clues to mean- 
ings." Most of all Bourne was impressed by Dewey's philosophy of 
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education. The theory that the school was a part of life and must 
be integrated with it — that one learned by doing — engraved itself 
upon his mind and spurred him to become one of its most vigorous 
exponents. 

In 1913, while still at Columbia, Bourne published Youth and 
Life, a collection of essays. The imprint of instrumentalism was on 
almost every page of the book. The social ferment of the time — 
the vigorous reform movements, the attacks on the Victorian-Puri- 
tan morality, the cultural awakening, the enthusiasm of the Progres- 
sives at Armageddon — helped to confirm him in his determination 
to fight for the right of each child to a free and friendly develop- 
ment. Written with force and fluency, his challenging book became 
a fresh and compelling voice in American literature, articulating 
clearly and convincingly the rebellious idealism of the younger gen- 
eration. 

Reflecting upon the rigid conventionality of his own social en- 
vironment, Bourne argued that children were usually crippled 
morally and spiritually and that only those recovered who had ex- 
ceptional resiliency. 

They enter a bondage from which they can never free themselves; their 
moral judgment in youth is warped and blighted in a thousand ways, 
and they pass through life, seemingly the most moral men and women, 
but actually having never known the zest of true morality, the relish of 
right and wrong. 

To keep the pliant child from growing up into the conventional 
bigoted man, parents and teachers must avoid burdening him with 
moral judgments before “ he meets the world of vivid contrasts and 
shocks and emergencies that is youth/' He should be given the 
chance to satisfy his inexhaustible curiosity and interest in his en- 
vironment — the chance to learn by doing. For there was no short- 
cut to morality, even as there was no shortcut to knowledge, and 
there was no relish in right and wrong until one had tasted the 
give-and-take of life. 

Bourne proclaimed the period of youth as the floodtide of life. 
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The innocence of childhood disappeared in the adolescent’s sud- 
den consciousness of being alive and in his troubled urge to self- 
expression. Youth was always in a state of turbulence, ever falling 
in love with people and ideas, strongly susceptible to the new and 
the untried. “ Youth does not get ideas, — ideas get him! ” Youth 
should not be too rational, for it was “ the rational mind that is 
constantly being shocked and deranged by circumstances.” He must 
dare! His was the fresh view of the world, his the opportunity for 
experimentation. “To face the perils and hazards fearlessly, and 
absorb the satisfaction joyfully, to be curious and brave and eager, 

— is to know the adventure of life.” This satisfaction was the pre- 
rogative of the young. “ It is they who have constantly to face new 
situations, to react constantly to new aspects of life, who are get- 
ting the whole beauty and terror and cruelty of tire world in its fresh 
and undiluted purity.” And they must capitalize on this advantage 

— one got few ideals after twenty and few new ideas after twenty- 
five — if they were to serve as the leaven activating society. 

A radical himself — “ at twenty-five I find myself full of the wild- 
est radicalisms ” — Bourne wrote glowingly of the radical ideals of 
youth. He maintained that it was normal and natural for youth to 
rebel at the ways of their elders. Their vision fresh and true, their 
ideals lofty and liberal, they were repelled and outraged by the ap- 
parent hypocrisy and cynicism about them. They ached to see justice 
done, evil overcome — and were forced to take a radical stand in 
their zeal to set the world aright. “ This passion for social justice is 
one of the most splendid of the ideals of youth. It has the power 
of keeping alive all the other virtues; it stimulates life and gives it 
a new meaning and tone.” But society, governed by old men who 
clung to the tarnished ideals of their dead youth, feared the daring 
of the young rebel. “ On the radical there is immediately brought 
without examination, without reason or excuse, the whole pressure 
of the organization to stultify his vision and force him back to the 
required grooves.” Yet the radical must resist this jfressure if he 
was to serve the common good. He must dare to fight for his ideals 
and beliefs, for they “ are the germs of the future.” In prodding the 

[ 4 * 5 ] 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE MILITANT LIBERALS 


world along, in gathering unto him the best minds, in keeping bright 
his vision — in these will he find his great reward. 

Among the best essays in the volume are the frank and deeply 
felt 44 The Excitement of Friendship ” and 44 The Philosophy of 
Handicap/' In the first he celebrated his grateful satisfaction in and 
complete dependence on his friends. 44 A man must get friends," 
he declared, 44 as he would get food and drink for nourishment and 
sustenance. And he must keep them, as he would health and wealth, 
as the infallible safeguards against misery and poverty of spirit." So 
dependent was he on his intimate companions that he did not enjoy 
his walks without one. Nothing, he felt, stimulated his mind so 
much as good conversation. This theme of friendship was developed 
further in the sensitive and yet serene discussion of his deformity. 
The handicapped man, he explained, of whom the world expects 
little and who is consequently either pitied or ignored, cannot but 
become timid and distrustful. If he is to keep from sinking into the 
slough of misanthropy he must enjoy the warmth and hope of social 
intimacy. This great need of friendship makes him 44 extraordinarily 
sensitive to other people's first impression of him. Those who are to 
be his friends he knows instantly, and further acquaintance adds 
little to the intimacy and warm friendship that he at once feels for 
them." 

The pages of Youth and Life glow with passion and excitement. 
The writing is easy and forceful, at times even brilliant, but it is not 
subtle or seasoned. Bourne's intense conviction animates every 
essay. He despised hypocritical and pretentious people — 44 pseu- 
dos " was his name for them — those who prized conformity and 
glossed over the evils vitiating their conventional morality. Armed 
with his greater knowledge of man's achievements, possessed of 44 a 
truly religious belief in human progress," he set about to discomfit 
the forces of the status quo and to array against them the youth of 
the land. His criticism of the older generation tended to be sweep- 
ing and extravagant. Whatever seemed antagonistic to it he praised 
as worth while and desirable — and all the more so if it reflected 
favorably on youth. His agitation for social change, however, re- 
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mained on the literary level. For all his sympathy with the struggle 
of labor and reformers, he was still the student, brilliant and bold, 
but not yet the independent and active radical. 

In July 1913, Bourne sailed for Europe. Assured of an adequate 
income for the ensuing year, he planned to take full advantage of 
his intellectual Grand Tour. What he wanted most of all was to get 
the feel of European life; to meet liberal writers and social thinkers 
and to familiarize himself with the new leaven in Western culture. 

He was particularly interested in making the acquaintance of the 
socialist leaders. To him socialism was essentially applied Chris- 
tianity. He favored “ a Religion of Socialism, moving towards an 
ever more perfect socialized human life on earth/' The English Fa- 
bians deeply disappointed him. Instead of acting as the leaders of an 
aggressive socialist movement, most of them impressed him as re- 
spectable and ineffectual bourgeois. Much as he admired such indi- 
vidual Englishmen as Shaw, Galsworthy, and Hobson, the “ fatu- 
ous cheerfulness ” of others perturbed and perplexed him. The 
prevailing emphasis on class irritated him. “ The whole country," 
he complained, “ seems very old and weary, as if the demands of 
the twentieth century were proving entirely too much for its pow- 
ers, and it was waiting half-cynically and apathetically for some 
great cataclysm." What he saw of the slums and palaces strength- 
ened his radicalism. He left England certain that its “ cruel and 
unlovely ” institutions must give way to a social order of greater 
justice and equality. “My social philosophy," he confided to a 
friend, “ is working around to a paradoxical desire for Tolstoyan 
ends through Nietzschean means; socialism, dynamic social religion, 
through the ruthless application of scientific materialism." 

France, where he sojourned for six months, he found spiritu- 
ally more congenial to him. Life in Paris impressed him as essen- 
tially more democratic than that in London. Despite the initial 
handicap of language he went everywhere, met all kinds of people, 
read a great deal, and left with a feeling of real affinity for the 
French people. In Italy he witnessed a three-day general strike. 
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This 44 overwhelming expression of social solidarity ” impressed 
him more than the ancient ruins or Renaissance art. Several weeks 
later, after a brief stop-over in Switzerland, he visited several Ger- 
man cities. The time was late July 1914, and he was greatly upset 
by the martial spirit of the singing and shouting crowds that gath- 
ered daily in ever larger numbers. The thunderclouds of war were 
gathering fast, and he felt depressed by this irrational mob excite- 
ment. 44 It will give these statesmen who will play their military 
pawns against each other a splendid excuse for their folly, for they 
can say that they were pushed into it by the enthusiastic demands 
of the people.” He was in Berlin on August 1 when the Kaiser 
made his belligerent speech announcing that the German armies 
were on the march, and the barbaric spectacle deeply horrified him. 

Two weeks later he was aboard an ocean liner bound for New 
York. His Grand Tour had ended in flight from a continent in 
flames. As he watched the vast expanse of the Atlantic, which 
shielded his country from foreign entanglements, he felt a surging 
joy at the thought of home and safety. 

The wheels of the clock have so completely stopped in Europe, and 
this civilization that I’ve been admiring so much seems so palpably 
about to be torn to shreds that I do not even want to think about Eu- 
rope until the war is over and life is running again. 

In New York he took modest lodgings with his friend Carl Zig- 
rosser and began the dreaded task of looking for work. His famous 
black student cape, which he brought with him from Europe and 
wore to the end of his life, soon became known to the receptionists 
of editorial offices, but all he was able to do at first was to sell several 
articles. Towards the end of 1914 the establishing of The New 
Republic provided him with a literary outlet, and he became a fre- 
quent contributor. Within a few months his versatility and his 
cogent pen gained him wide and respectful attention. His articles 
on modern education were highly provocative; his essays on city 
planning, Americanization, college reform, and other similar topics, 
were intelligent and persuasive. Best of all, perhaps, were his liter- 
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ary studies and reviews, which revealed a breadth of view and a 
sympathetic incisiveness rarely found in the writing of the time. 

He was soon earning enough money to be able to live comfort- 
ably and to indulge in playing host to an ever-enlarging group of 
friends. His Tuesday teas became a popular focal point for young 
intellectuals. Good talk and hard thinking delighted the gnome- 
like figure who led the conversation. Deep was his joy in his many 
new friendships. His growing popularity as a critic and radical was 
attracting all kinds of people to his quarters, and his quick eye 
readily chose those he knew he would like. Those who remained 
became his devoted admirers. As Paul Rosenfeld testified extrava- 
gantly: “ We knew him for one of the rarest, freest, sweetest spirits 
that have ever come out of this land/' 

A rising reputation, a good income, dear friends, a strong sense 
of achievement — nothing soothed the painful thought of his 
cruelly thwarted sex impulses. All his life he wanted to be like 
normal people, to love and be loved. Although he counted several 
gifted girls among his intimate companions, he believed that none 
would ever be more than a friend. And, until near the end of his 
life, when he discovered the joy of gratification, this awareness ran 
like a poison through his thoughts. To Alyse Gregory he wrote. 

All my problems are interwoven: if I had one solved, it seems as if 
they should all be solved. Of course, it seems to me that the key to all 
of them is love, and the deprivation the one impediment to blossoming. 
At least I should give anything in the world for an opportunity to test 
this theory. 

And to Mary Messer he confided that all his efforts to think of his 
women friends on an idealistic plane were mocked by that insati- 
able desire which, inhibited in him, merely intensified the poign- 
ancy of his problem. For, he asserted, he was “ a man cruelly blasted 
by powers that brought him into the world, in a way that makes 
him both impossible to be desired and yet — cruel irony that wise 
Montaigne knew about — doubly endowed with desire/' In less 
pessimistic moods, however, he admitted the darkness of this con- 
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fession; for he was always able to enjoy 44 philosophy and music, 
and heaven-sent irony which softens and heals the wounds. . . .” 

Bourne's investigations in and reflections on education are to 
be found in The Gary Schools, a brief volume published in 1916, 
and in Education and Living , a collection of essays that appeared 
a year later. An ardent admirer of John Dewey, he took a profes- 
sional interest in the newer developments in the public schools. 
He gave his support to the current clamor for more progressive 
methods of teaching, and for a closer co-ordination between the 
schools and the practical world. He envisioned a future in which 
children in school would acquire not merely intellectual tools but 
the training for a democratic, rich, and wholesome life. 

The public schools he visited pursued the timeworn methods 
and activities which he had experienced in childhood. Deeply con- 
cerned for the well-being of the child, he wrote scathingly of this 
stultifying atmosphere. He insisted that a child could not be con- 
fined to mental activity for five hours a day without injury to its 
normal growth; that a stimulating and salutary education must 
also include play, constructive work, socialization, and other non- 
intellectual activities. He advocated the classroom study of the 
daily newspaper, greater emphasis on the democratic way of life, 
the intelligent and intensive use of psychological tests and educa- 
tional measurements, equal stress on study, work, and play, and 
the training of all children to the limit of their individual capacities. 
In 1915 these measures were, if not revolutionary, truly radical. 

The schools in Gary, Indiana, provided him with a practical 
model. In 1915 they had captured the imagination of many pro- 
gressive educators. Dr. William Wirt, the Gary superintendent of 
schools, had completely reorganized the town's public schools with 
a view to adapting them to the needs of its fairly typical industrial 
population. Differing radically from the conventional curriculum, 
following closely the educational principles propounded by John 
Dewey, the Gary system was attacked and praised with equal extrav- 
agance. Bourne, sent to Gary by The New Republic , studied the 
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schools with care and on his return wrote a series of articles, later 
expanded into The Gary Schools , which established him as the 
chief exponent of the new educational plan. 

What he valued most in the Gary system was its effort to educate 
the whole being, not merely the mind of the child. “ Mr. Wirt be- 
lieves that by putting in the child's way all the opportunities for 
vivid development, the child will be able to select those activities 
for which he is best suited, and thus develop his capacities to their 
highest power/' Under this plan the schools provided a fourfold 
unity of interest: play and exercise in the open; intellectual study; 
work in the shop, studio, and laboratory; and social and expressive 
activity in the auditorium. The longer school day, while enabling 
the children to participate fully in the school's varied and enriched 
program, served also to lessen the responsibility of their busy parents 
and keep the youngsters from loitering in the streets. Moreover, by 
an ingenious simultaneous use of every part of the school building 
and by a skillful division of work, the enlarged program was carried 
out without extra cost to the city. 

The Gary plan made no distinction between the utilitarian and 
the cultural subjects, and as far as possible all courses were taught 
concretely and in the light of familiar experience. Children were 
placed with their equals in an effort to keep each group going along 
at its own normal pace. Character and the moral qualities were 
trained indirectly as a consequence of the self-reliance which each 
pupil developed in the pursuit of combined study, work, and play. 
Bourne summarized: 

The Gary school has natural significance because it is the first public 
school system in successful established operation which has been able to 
solve the pressing and apparently insoluble problems of the city school; 
which has kept pace with changing industrial and social conditions, and 
adapts the school to every kind of child; which synthesizes the best 
educational endeavors of the day, and . . . marks a distinct advance in 
democratic education. 

The Gary plan was tried out experimentally in various cities. Its 
successful functioning, as Bourne pointed out caustically, required 
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too great a readjustment on the part of the conservative school 
administrators, and nowhere was it given a fair trial. Moreover, it 
soon became a football of politics and ceased to be considered solely 
on its merits. But by that time the country had become engulfed 
in war and had no interest other than victory. 

The History of a Literary Radical , the posthumous collection 
edited by Van Wyck Brooks, contains some of Bourne’s best- 
known writings on American culture. The title essay, a vividly 
sketched self-portrait, traced his literary development from adoles- 
cence to maturity and stressed the radical changes in cultural atti- 
tudes between the old generation and the new. Ironically enough, 
his first introduction to the great modem European writers came 
not in his college studies but at a popular lecture by Professor 
William Lyon Phelps. He discovered a new world of literature. 
One book led to another, and all of them produced in his mind a 
rebelliousness against the dead classics which he had been taught 
to revere. With other literary radicals he shared the joys of new 
discoveries, new standards, a new appreciation of America’s capac- 
ity for cultural greatness. 

This lively pride in his native land caused him to protest against 
our cultural humility. Why, he demanded, should our genius in 
advertising, “ so powerful and universal where soap and biscuits are 
concerned,” fail us when broadcasting our cultural products? Hav- 
ing observed Europe at first hand and with an unawed mind, he 
saw no reason why we should humble ourselves before it. 

Our humility causes us to be taken at our own face value, and for all 
this patient fixity of gaze upon Europe, we get little reward except to 
be ignored, or to have our interest somewhat contemptuously dismissed 
as parasitic. 

This attitude, so common among wealthy and fashionable Ameri- 
cans, was not only obsequious and unwarranted but served to dis- 
courage our artists and thinkers. Our prime task, therefore, must 
be to turn our eyes away from Europe and concentrate on our na- 
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tive creative achievements. We have a right to take pride in our 
best writers and artists, both old and new, who have given clear 
expression to 

American ideals and qualities, our pulsating democracy, the vigor and 
daring of our pioneer spirit, our sense of camaraderie , our dynamism, 
the big-heartedness of our scenery, our hospitality to all the world. 

Only by conserving this American spirit and perpetuating our ideals 
in artistic form can we hope to achieve our rightful place among 
the cultures of the world. 

Bourne's enthusiasm for our cultural progress led him to examine 
the then vexing problem of Americanization. In “ Trans-National 
America," an essay of seminal significance, he took a bold stand 
against the anti-alien intolerance which had become accentuated 
in 1916, when the article appeared in The Atlantic Monthly. Our 
vociferous chauvinists, he argued, in their insistence upon con- 
formity with American tradition were in truth demanding the as- 
similation of millions of our population to our Anglo-Saxon way of 
life. This claim was as unjust as it was unreal. Aliens cannot shed 
their native cultures together with their foreign clothes. It was in- 
deed because our early settlers insisted on clinging to their English 
folkways long after they had freed themselves from British rule that 
our culture assumed a predominantly New England character. 

The truth is that no more tenacious cultural allegiance to the mother 
country has been shown by any other alien nation than by the ruling 
class of Anglo-Saxon descendants in these American States. 

Our 44 melting pot ” theory failed simply because our narrow and 
rigid New England mold could not possibly contain the variegated 
cultures of our complex population. Nor was it desirable. “ What 
we emphatically do not want is that these distinctive qualities 
should be washed out into a tasteless, colorless fluid of uniformity." 
While many of our immigrants appear to us inferior, and unde- 
sirable, they have much to contribute to the richness of our cultural 
pattern. If they are raw materials for our schools, they must be 
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molded not into narrow New Englanders but into socialized Ameri- 
cans. 

The promise of America — a richer, freer life for all — excited 
Bourne's imagination. The United States was to him “ a unique 
sociological fabric/' a novel union of men possessed of incalculable 
opportunities. “ We have transplanted European modernity to our 
soil without the spirit that inflames it and turns all its energy into 
mutual destruction. Out of these foreign peoples has somehow been 
squeezed the poison." As a result we have been able, without being 
aware of it, to establish “ the first international nation " in a world 
which has long dreamed of internationalism in vain. 

America is already the first world-federation in miniature, the continent 
where for the first time in history has been achieved that miracle of 
hope, the peaceful living side by side, with character substantially pre- 
served, of the most heterogeneous people under the sun. 

This transnational character is our great contribution to civilized 
society. If we are to be true to our destiny we must treasure our cos- 
mopolitan heritage; not confine our culture to the narrowness of 
the melting pot but broaden it to the variegated vastness of a trans- 
national society. 

Meantime Bourne watched with increasing dread as the United 
States drifted towards intervention in Europe. He believed that our 
participation in the carnage would be catastrophic. “ The war — or 
American promise: one must choose. One cannot be interested in 
both. For the effect of the war will be to impoverish American 
promise." He had no choice. He hated war — the antithesis of 
everything that was dear to him. So he fought it openly and desper- 
ately. Whoever favored war — for whatever reason — he attacked 
without quarter. By the time we joined the Allies he had alienated 
many of his friends and most of the editors. The Atlantic Monthly 
was closed to him, The New Republic no longer offered assign- 
ments, The DiaTs welcome was brief, and The Seven Arts had its 
subsidy withdrawn largely because it refused to give him up. After 
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October 1917, all literary outlets were closed to him. A few book 
reviews and the translation of a book from the French was all he 
could obtain in the dark months that followed. More and more he 
had to depend upon his few loyal friends for food and lodging. Yet 
he continued to maintain his pacifistic principles with a steadfast- 
ness and severity reminiscent of the extreme Abolitionists. His 
mind was never clearer; his logic never keener or more eloquent. To 
the end of his brief life in December 1918 — he fell victim to an 
attack of pneumonia — he fought for the American promise with a 
courage and conviction that placed him with the eminent pacifists 
of his time. 

One of his first major essays against war, appearing in The New 
Republic in July 1916, presented a persuasive, if idealistic, moral 
equivalent of universal military service. Compulsory militarism, 
he explained, was a complete negation of true Americanism. In its 
stead he proposed an application of William James’s “ conception 
of a productive army, finding in drudgery and toil and danger the 
values that war and preparation for war had given.” He would have 
all boys and girls of sixteen enlisted in a universal educational serv- 
ice that would train them for both work and citizenship by setting 
up as the enemy “ our appalling slovenliness, the ignorance of great 
masses in city and country as to the elementary technique of daily 
life.” For our need, he pleaded, was to learn how to live Tather 
than how to die, how to create rather than how to destroy. Here he 
was of course the poet, nurtured in nineteenth-century human- 
itarianism, and not the pragmatist adapting himself to practical 
situations; but by this time he was done with pragmatism. 

The intellectual pacifists, from John Dewey down, who had 
favored war in 1916 in their zeal to safeguard democracy, received 
his severest lashings. In a series of passionate and provocative papers 
in The Seven Arts, which James Oppenheim later collected in 
Untimely Papers , he pilloried these teachers and friends for their 
rationalized apostasy. He was not fooled by their makerbelieve as- 
sertions that they were deliberately leading the nation into “ a war 
that will secure the triumph of democracy and will international- 
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ize the world." No new world order, he declared, could be 44 built 
out of the rotten materials of armaments, diplomacy and 4 liberal ' 
statesmanship/' The deluded intellectuals, pathetically allying 
themselves with the ruling reactionary groups for the sake of de- 
mocracy, were certain to be ignored and scorned by them once the 
war was won. Yet they might have prevailed earlier, when the people 
were still pacifist and amenable to reason, if they had spent their 
time and thought in clarification and education, in devising other 
means than war for carrying through American policy. Instead they 
had unwittingly become tools of the jingoes. “The intellectuals 
have still to explain why, willing as they are now to use force 
to continue the war to absolute exhaustion, they were not willing 
to use force to coerce the world to a speedy peace/' For all their 
presumed realism they 44 have forgotten that the real enemy is War 
rather than imperial Germany." 

As the war progressed, Bourne caustically pointed to the justifi- 
cation of his predictions and accusations. Not only were the efforts 
of the intellectuals to liberalize Allied policy disregarded, but our 
own strategy was gradually adapted to that of the English and the 
French. 

Those of us who knew a real inexorable when they saw one, and had 
learned from watching the war what follows the loosing of a war-tech- 
nique, foresaw how quickly aims and purposes would be forgotten, and 
how flimsy would be any liberal control of events. 

While war was hard on all intellectuals, the pacifists were at least 
aware of their plight and retained a clear understanding of what 
was best in American life. Their 44 skepticism can be made a shelter 
behind which is built up a wider consciousness of the personal and 
social and artistic ideals which American civilization needs to lead 
the good life." In the end, indeed, it would be they who, by holding 
fast to the values in which war had no part, would serve their coun- 
try best. 

Bourne's strongest castigation was reserved for John Dewey. The 
latter had been his revered mentor for years. The philosophy of 
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instrumentalism had inspired his thinking on education and cul- 
ture. When the war in Europe began to cast its ominous shadow 
across the Atlantic, he expected Dewey, the leading American 
thinker, to stop the oncoming militarism with a clear and forthright 
analysis of the fallacies that confused and deluded his followers. He 
was therefore the more shocked and chagrined to see Dewey con- 
found confusion by complacently accepting intervention and by 
chiding the pacifists for their nonconformity. Suddenly he per- 
ceived his idol's feet of clay and was infuriated. 

A philosopher who senses so little the sinister forces of war, who is 
so much more concerned over the excesses of the pacifists than over the 
excesses of military policy, who can feel only amusement at the idea 
that anyone should try to conscript thought, who assumes that the war- 
technique can be used without trailing along with it the mob-fanati- 
cisms, the injustices and hatreds, that are organically bound up with it, 
is speaking to another element of the younger intelligentsia than that 
to which I belong. . . . What I come to is a sense of suddenly being 
left in the lurch, of suddenly finding that a philosophy upon which I had 
relied to carry us through no longer works. 

Reflection led Bourne to the painful conclusion that instrumen- 
talism had trained a generation of young men who could not dis- 
tinguish ends from means; who could readily execute orders but 
lacked the vision to discern the ideas behind these orders. As a con- 
sequence, while they busied themselves with the organization of 
war, the formulation of opinion was assumed by professional patri- 
ots and renegade radicals. Dewey's “ disciples have learned all too 
literally the pragmatic attitude towards life, and, being immensely 
intelligent and energetic, they are making themselves efficient in- 
struments of the war-technique, accepting with little question the 
ends as announced from above. That those ends are largely negative 
does not concern them, because they have never learned not to 
subordinate idea to technique." While Dewey himself had stressed 
the primacy of values, the unhappy ambiguity in his exposition of 
the nature of values had caused many of his students to confuse 
results with product. And while he himself had developed vision 
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and technique together, his teaching had tended to emphasize tech- 
nique at the expense of vision. Since war inevitably undermined 
values and favored technique, the pragmatic nature of instrumen- 
talism caused it to “ end in caution, regression, and a virtual failure 
to effect even that change which you so clearsightedly and de- 
sirously see ” 

Although the periodicals were closed to him. Bourne nevertheless 
continued to write. One of his products was part of a novel which, 
like his earlier portrait sketches, promised a sensitive and incisive, 
if not highly creative, work of fiction. Of his many letters of that 
time — outpourings of his passionate reactions to daily events — 
the one to Van Wyck Brooks on the formation of a league of youth 
is perhaps most noteworthy. He wanted both of them to initiate 
a movement that would lead the youth of the land away from the 
confusion and compromise of war liberalism and inspire them to 
work for the fulfillment of the American promise. “ It would be an 
irresponsible gesture,” he admitted, “ a leap to rally disciples be- 
cause neither we nor they would stand it any longer.” He felt that 
intelligent youth wanted an idealism unvitiated by acquiescence 
and based on the fundamental principles of life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness. The program was to have been elaborated in 
a series of epistles between the two friends, but the project miscar- 
ried — probably because both young rebels realized how few mem- 
bers their league would attract in a time of war. 

* Bourne's unfinished study of the state, begun shortly before his 
death, is probably the most important of his writings. An icono- 
clastic, emotional, almost mystical criticism of the state power, it 
is in a true sense a development of the earlier attacks by the ex- 
treme Abolitionists and individualist anarchists, and particularly 
that by Thoreau. His chief contention was that the state perpe- 
trated war and fed upon the death of its subjects. “ For war is 
essentially the health of the State," was his ironic refrain. The state 
began as 44 the organization of the herd to act offensively and de- 
fensively against another herd similarly organized." It served to 
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stress man’s gregarious impulse in a time of social crisis, when the 
individual needed to feel behind him the full power of the com- 
munity. Symbolizing at once communal strength and parental 
shelter, the state in time arrogated to itself the power to deal polit- 
ically with other states. And throughout civilized history such 
dealings have always ended in war. 

The state, Bourne insisted, was not at all the equivalent of the 
nation. The latter was synonymous with the people and served 
their intrinsic welfare. Nations never warred with one another, 
since their interests were never in conflict. States, on the contrary, 
existed for the sole purpose of waging war and becoming strong at 
the expense of vanquished states. Governments were their agents 
and served them by declaring war without consulting the people 
who did the fighting and the dying. “ It is not too much to say that 
the normal relation of the States is war. Diplomacy is a disguised 
war, in which States seek to gain by barter and intrigue, by the 
cleverness of wits, the objectives which they would have to gain 
more clumsily by means of war.” 

War is therefore the health of the state in that it unifies the 
people and completely subjugates them to the will of the govern- 
ment. 

Only when the State is at war does the modern society function with 
that unity of sentiment, simple and uncritical patriotic devotion, co- 
operation of services, which have been the ideal of the State lover. 

At such times the people are united under autocratic control, and 
dissidents are crushed without mercy. Facts are sunk in the symbol. 
Thus we reverence not our country but the flag, which is 44 solely a 
symbol of the political State, inseparable from its prestige and ex- 
pansion.” This is clearly illustrated by the laws which punish inter- 
ference with the army and navy much more severely than indus- 
trial sabotage, which in our day is actually more dangerous. 

Yet the state was no more God-given than any other social insti- 
tution. It had been exalted by the class which used it as a means 
of gaining wealth and power at the expense of the nation as a whole. 
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The sanctity of the State becomes identified with the sanctity of the 
ruling class and the latter are permitted to remain in power under the 
impression that in obeying and serving them, we arc obeying and serv- 
ing society, the nation, the great collectivity of all of us. 

This sanctity was successfully questioned by our Revolutionary 
Fathers. In the Declaration of Independence they announced doc- 
trines that were utterly incompatible with the divine right of both 
kings and states. Unfortunately these doctrines were not given con- 
crete political form. Men did not know how to take advantage of 
their newly won liberty. War weariness, exaggerated fear of other 
states, and economic distress caused many of them to sigh for 
their former political fleshpots. The wealthy conservatives capital- 
ized on this confusion and, “ by one of the most successful coups 
d'etat in history/' forced state rule back upon the people in the 
form of our Constitution. 

At a time when the current of political progress was in the direction of 
agrarian and proletarian democracy, a force hostile to it gripped the 
nation and imposed upon it a powerful form against which it was never 
to succeed in doing more than blindly struggle. 

From a pragmatic standpoint Randolph Bourne was a tragic 
failure. In possession of all the intellectual qualifications for leader- 
ship. well on his way towards a position of power and influence, 
he deliberately rejected the world at a time of crisis and assumed 
the role of an outcast crying in the wilderness. With the Kaiser's 
military might let loose over Europe, with democratic society in 
grave danger, he quixotically expounded a pacifistic anarchism. It 
might even be argued that the poison of perversity had early entered 
his spirit and embittered his entire life's experience. From his first 
passionate attacks on the folkways and activities of the older gen- 
eration he proceeded in a contrary direction which logically ended 
in his uncompromising opposition to a war which the best minds 
accepted as the lesser of the dire alternatives confronting the coun- 
try. For all his native gifts, he was only a negative and fanatical 
eccentric. 
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History, however, will deal more fairly with him. For he belongs 
not with the politicians but with the prophets. What matters in 
his case was not his reaction to daily events nor his judgment of 
temporal affairs but his energetic stimulation of minds and his 
vision of the good life. Few Americans possessed his enthusiasm for 
the deepening and enrichment of our indigenous culture. He early 
sought to remove the layer of rust and rot which crusted the minds 
of many Americans. He vigorously assailed the smugness with 
which this retarding condition was accepted and called upon youth 
to discard the stiff and prim ways of their elders. Proud of our po- 
tential greatness in art and letters, he was impatient with our 
subservience to Europe. He exhorted us to “ turn our eyes upon our 
own art for a time, shut ourselves in with our own genius, and culti- 
vate with an intense and practical pride what we have already 
achieved against the obstacles of our cultural humility.” His energy, 
enthusiasm, and sympathy injected into his writing the dynamic 
appeal which activated and enriched the renascence then in pro- 
gress. 

Together with a more vital cultural growth he sought greater 
social justice. He believed our continent was rich enough to provide 
abundantly for all the people, and he wanted everyone to receive his 
rightful share. Oppression and exploitation, slums and poverty and 
ignorance — these scabs of inequality offended his soul and he cried 
out against them with righteous indignation. Culture and justice 
became the two pillars adorning the edifice of his American 
promise. 

What attracted him [declared Van Wyck Brooks] was the common 
struggle and aspiration of youth and poverty and the creative spirit 
everywhere, the sense of a new socialized world groping its way upward. 
It was this rich ground-note in all his work that made him, not the 
critic merely, but the leader. 


Nor should it be forgotten that he was still in the process of becom- 
ing, still in the first flowering of his artistic and intellectual powers, 
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when the war struck at the roots of his being and the “ flu ” epi- 
demic snuffed out his life. 

It was his passionate eagerness for the richer and freer life of the 
American promise that made him oppose the war so desperately. 
He knew that war was inimical to culture; that in fighting Prussian- 
ism we would expose ourselves to a similar militarism. Because he 
saw no good reason for our joining a war that did not really concern 
us, he regarded the efforts of the pro-war liberals as criminal folly. 
Having no alternative but to oppose them, he did so with all the 
fierce anger of a visionary at bay. He readily suffered the loss of his 
reputation, his income, and many of his friends. He continued his 
Jeremian criticism even after ostracism had driven him into the 
wilderness. For zeal had sublimated his pacifism into prophecy. 
His dissenting voice rose accusingly against the moral myopia of the 
mob and gave expression to a patriotism far nobler than that of 
the war leaders: a love of country that held fast to the ideal of the 
ultimate good at a time when practical citizens were concerned 
solely with matters of immediacy. Paul Rosenfeld well said: 
“ Bourne was the great bearer of moral authority while America 
was at war. He was our bannerman of values in the general col- 
lapse.” It was this nobility of vision — so irritating to men of action 
in times of crisis and yet so vital to the moral health of society — 
that places Randolph Bourne among the true, if minor, prophets 
of America. 
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T he “ utopian ” socialists of the first half of the nineteenth 
century were mostly humanitarian idealists who preached 
social justice on religious or moral grounds. Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels, on the other hand, grounded their philosophy 
of socialism in the science of political economy. Their revolution- 
ary and alarming Communist Manifesto, which appeared in 1848, 
demanded the immediate abdication of the ruling class. Not ideal 
justice, not the brotherhood of man were their slogans; boldly and 
bitterly they indicted the prevailing system of capitalism. Their 
program of action aimed at the abolition of human exploitation 
and “ the forcible overthrow of the whole extant social order.” 
Confident that the hour of revolution was about to strike, they 
declared open war against the bourgeoisie. Their battle-cry ended 
with the rallying challenge: “ Let the ruling class tremble at the 
prospect of a communist revolution. Proletarians have nothing to 
lose but their chains. They have a world to win. Proletarians of dll 
lands, unitel ” 

In this aggressive proclamation the two youthful radicals 
sketched the basic theories which subsequently made up the foun- 
dation stones of Marxian socialism. Their later vital and volumi- 
nous writings were devoted to the development of their revolution- 
ary philosophy, in which the materialistic conception of history 
was of primary significance. As Engels defined it: 
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In every historical epoch, the prevailing mode of economic production 
and exchange and the social organization necessarily following from it 
form the basis upon which is built up, and from which alone can be ex- 
plained, the political and intellectual history of that epoch. 

From this proposition follows the guiding Marxian principle of the 
class struggle, which rests upon the assertion that the history of 
mankind has been a record of continuous “ contests between ex- 
ploiting and exploited, ruling and oppressed classes/' Marx, of 
course, was not the first to discern this social phenomenon. James 
Madison, to cite but one instance, declared in the tenth issue of 
The Federalist that “ those who hold and those who are without 
property have ever formed distinct interests in society." Marx, how- 
ever, demonstrated its historical significance and thereby lifted it 
from a passing observation to a truism of modern social thinking. 

Most of Capital , of which the first and most important volume 
appeared in 1867, was devoted to an exposition of the doctrine of 
surplus value. Marx argued, with an eloquence matching his erudi- 
tion, that whereas all commodities normally sold at their true 
value, only the commodity of human labor sold for less. Under 
capitalism, workingmen received in wages only a fraction of the 
value created by their labor — usually only enough to enable them 
to reproduce themselves at a rate warranted by industrial require- 
ments. The remainder of this labor value, distributed as rent, inter- 
est, and profits, Marx termed surplus value and claimed that it 
rightly belonged to the workers who had produced it. 

The structure erected by Marx and Engels and their disciples is 
of course much more intricate and comprehensive than the forego- 
ing simplified summary. Marx took from classical economics the 
ideas and data which fitted his needs and labored many years to 
demonstrate factually and devastatingly the evil aspects of the capi- 
talistic system. He condemned the exploitation of workingmen 
and at the same time asseverated that capitalism was perforce a 
transitory phase of social development and would be supplanted by 
the classless co-operative society. “ The central thesis of the eco- 
nomic teachings of Mark and Engels," Professor Oscar Jaszi stated, 
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“ is that capitalist society is hopelessly tom by antagonistic forces 
which will ultimately destroy the whole social fabric, but in such a 
way that the communist embryo preformed in capitalist society will 
be set free.” 

Marx's great achievement was to place the system of capitalism on 
the defensive. Conservative economists have again and again chal- 
lenged the validity of Marxian socialism. With the aid of time 
and altered conditions they have managed to disprove some of its 
minor claims. None, however, has succeeded in nullifying its major 
premises. And workingmen the world over, while able to pay only 
lip-service to Marx's erudite theoretical analysis of capitalism, have 
eagerly embraced the doctrine of the class struggle and the dream 
of a co-operative society. In every land they have formed socialist 
parties and radical trade unions; at first they were frail and ineffec- 
tive, but in later years they became strong enough to challenge and 
even to supersede their capitalist governments. 

Despite Marx's assumption that the more a country developed 
industrially the more fertile a field it became for the growth of so- 
cialism, the United States has proved relatively barren ground for 
Marxist propaganda. In the years before the Civil War American 
workmen were still too few in number, too unaware of themselves 
as an exploited group, and too conscious of their ability to obtain 
land cheaply, to concern themselves with the class struggle. In the 
1850's and even later American society was in a condition of free 
fluidity. Men were still fairly equal in the race to achieve economic 
security; none felt barred from the path that led to affluence. The 
few trade unions then in existence were disunited, quite feeble, 
and frequently absorbed in fraternal affairs. 

Marxian socialism — socialism and communism were synony- 
mous terms until the Russian Revolution — was first established 
in the United States by German immigrants. More than a million 
reached these shores during the 1850's. A number of* them were 
refugees who had participated in the abortive revolutions of 1848 
and had to flee for their safety. Among them were William Weit- 
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ling, Joseph Weydemeyer, and Friedrich A. Sorge, radicals who 
knew Marx well and worked zealously to achieve a social revolution 
in their adopted land. In the backrooms of German beer halls they 
foregathered with those who shared their dreams of a socialistic 
society. Their talk was grandiose, their factional differences were 
solemn and emphatic. When Weitling began to advocate a labor 
exchange bank, he was scorned by the Marxists as a utopian 
dreamer. In 1853 Weydemeyer formed the General Workingmen’s 
Alliance, but he found himself leader of a stillborn organization. 
Four years later Sorge was no more successful with his Communist 
Club. For all their activity and zeal the German socialists made 
little headway. 

The strong industrial spurt after the Civil War, greatly increas- 
ing the number of industrial employees and forcing them to labor 
under extremely bad working conditions, stimulated the growth 
of radical and trade union movements. William H. Sylvis, a clear- 
visioned labor leader, devoted himself to building up a mass organi- 
zation. Largely as a result of his efforts, the National Labor Union 
was formed in 1866. The demand for the eight-hour workday be- 
came its rallying cry. Marx, who kept in close contact with labor 
activities the world over, spoke optimistically of this event and 
quoted in Capital the following extract from the Union’s declara- 
tion of principles: 

The first and great necessity of the present, to free the labor of this 
country from capitalistic slavery, is the passing of a law by which eight 
hours shall be the normal working-day in all the States of the American 
Union. We are resolved to put forth all our strength until this glorious 
result is attained. 

Sylvis was sympathetic to the aims of socialism and welcomed the 
Marxian groups into the National Labor Union. In 1869 the Union 
joined the First International, formed five years previously at 
Marx’s urging, and sent a delegate to its congress in Basle. At this 
time Sylvis spoke for 640,000 members. His sudden death, however, 
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deprived the Union of its driving force and caused it to disintegrate 
shortly thereafter. 

The affiliated socialist factions remained weak and unstable. 
Most of their members were of foreign origin. In 1871 the single 
English-speaking section was joined by Stephen Pearl Andrews, the 
scholarly individualist anarchist, and the notorious Claflin sisters. 
These latter published a weekly and printed in its pages the first 
English translation of the Communist Manifesto. But their free- 
love antics soon scandalized the German socialists and the entire 
section was expelled from the International. 

The American socialist movement was temporarily strengthened 
by the decision of Marx and Engels to transfer the headquarters of 
the moribund International to the United States in order to pro- 
tect it from the disruptive tactics of the Bakunin anarchists. Sorge, 
the new general secretary, worked heroically to keep the organiza- 
tion alive, but the American social climate proved too alien for the 
transplanted International. It wilted completely after Marx had 
advised American socialists against collaborating with bourgeois 
reformers. 

The Socialist Labor party, which was formed in 1877 after sev- 
eral abortive efforts to unite all radical factions, was from the begin- 
ning a militant political organization. Strictly Marxist in its 
principles and aims, it sought to indoctrinate workingmen by 
means of political education. Its candidates made a relatively good 
showing in the 1878 campaign, but in subsequent elections their 
popularity fluctuated radically. Its policy of peaceful propaganda 
caused it to repudiate the martial Lehr und Wehr Vereine. “ The 
question of arming,” insisted Philip Van Patten, the party’s general 
secretary, “ is with us neither a matter of protection nor an assertion 
of rights, but a matter of policy, as every clear-minded member 
knows. The capitalist class is most anxious to force us into the posi- 
tion of an armed mob.” This stand against “ propaganda of the 
deed ” alienated the members who believed in the effectiveness of 
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sabotage and dynamite. In 1881 the party was reduced to 1500 
members and was forced to mark time while the anarchists were 
having their innings in a campaign of bluster and bravado which 
was to engulf them in the Haymarket tragedy. 

The party remained anemic and inactive throughout the 1880*8. 
Secretary V. L. Rosenberg stated candidly in 1885: “ Let us not 
conceal the truth: the Socialist Labor Party is only a German 
colony, an adjunct of the German-speaking Social Democracy/* 
The party did combine with labor unions and liberals in backing 
Henry George for mayor in 1886, but it went its separate way 
again shortly thereafter. In his correspondence with Sorge, Engels 
chastised the American socialists for their failure to appreciate the 
aims and attitudes of the mass of workers. He knew that a number of 
the leaders of the Knights of Labor, then at its peak of popularity, 
and of the young but lusty American Federation of Labor were 
class-conscious radicals, but he also knew that they were too prag- 
matical to act on their beliefs, except through necessity. “ Theo- 
retical ignorance,** he wrote, “ is characteristic of all young peoples, 
but so is practical rapidity of development, too. As in England, all 
the preaching is of no use in America until the actual necessity 
exists.*' 

In 1889 Daniel De Leon joined the Socialist Labor party and 
soon galvanized it into militant action. A man of great intellectual 
development, high idealism, and fanatical purpose, he quickly es- 
tablished himself as the party's most distinguished and determined 
mertiber. Leadership came to him by default. Under his guidance 
the party became the center of gravity for all radicals. German, 
Jewish, and other trade unions favoring socialism welcomed its doc- 
trinal direction. In election campaigns the pajty manifested a 
steady growth. 

This efflorescence, however, was of short duration. De Leon's dog- 
matic and domineering behavior soon antagonized union leaders 
and caused many defections from the party. Nevertheless he per- 
sisted in acting according to strict principle. As a Marxist organiza- 
tion, he argued, the party had to engage in active warfare against 
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capitalism. Honest union officials, seeking the weal of the mass of 
workers, were obliged to join the party in the struggle for a socialist 
society. 

Most labor leaders merely scoffed at such quixotic ratiocination. 
They were practical men, interested in keeping their jobs at least 
as much as in furthering the class struggle, and were therefore more 
attracted by immediate wage increases than by the ultimate benefits 
of a socialistic commonwealth. Consequently when De Leon be- 
gan to maneuver for control of the Knights of Labor, he was quickly 
driven out of the organization. The American Federation of Labor 
refused to deal with him altogether. Samuel Gompers and his lieu- 
tenants insisted on keeping their unions “ pure and simple/' with 
no political affiliations of any kind. De Leon retaliated by branding 
them as traitors to labor and by attacking them on the platform 
and in his writings. “ The social revolution," he declared, “ must 
march over the bodies of each and all of them. . . . Clear the way. 
Kick the rascals out." His unconstrained invective served only to 
embitter Gompers against Marxian socialism and thereby to alien- 
ate the large body of trade unionists. 

De Leon's unbending rigidity likewise brought disruption within 
the party itself. He never quite understood the mind and motives 
of the mass of workers. He tended to view them abstractly, from his 
own idealistic standpoint, and failed to realize their essential eager- 
ness for the immediate small benefits that capitalism could pro- 
vide. When he insisted on party discipline, many members fell 
away. The German Volkszeitung group was among the first to rebel. 
In 1896 a number of Jewish intellectuals, angered by the party's re- 
fusal to grant them greater journalistic freedom, broke away and 
issued the Forward , which later became the largest Yiddish daily 
in the world. The most serious split occurred a year after the party 
had polled over 82,000 votes in the 1898 election, when the so- 
called 44 kangaroo exodus ” left the organization a purged but proud 
minority. 

De Leon was now rid of all opposition. At his request the chas- 
tened party passed a resolution to expel any member who accepted 
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office in 44 a pure and simple trade or labor organization ” and to 
reject any such official who applied for membership. By this time, 
however, the Socialist Labor party had become a small sectarian 
group — loyal to Marxian principles, solemn in its proclamations, 
persistent in its efforts, yet wholly unattuned to the temper of the 
people and consequently thoroughly ineffectual. 

In 1902 another cleavage took place when the “ kanglets ” fol- 
lowed the “ kangaroos ” into the newly formed Socialist party. 
Three years later, when the Industrial Workers of the World was 
in process of organization, De Leon eagerly joined the discussions 
and stamped his strong personality upon its original policies and 
principles. But in 1908 its convention was taken over by the syndi- 
calist faction. The Socialist Labor party had no choice but to resume 
its steep and solitary path to the heights of Marxian socialism. After 
De Leon died in 1914 his mantle fell upon his faithful disciple 
Arnold Petersen. Under the latter's leadership the small party has 
managed to survive wars and persecution and to continue its nar- 
row agitational appeal down to the present time. 

The Socialist Labor party at no time included all of the coun- 
try's radicals. Its immigrant membership and alien character de- 
terred a good many Americans who were likewise opposed to indus- 
trial exploitation. These dissidents at first hoped to achieve reforms 
through the Greenback, Populist, and Nationalist parties. When 
this method of opposition failed, the more determined of them 
began to grope towards a principle of social justice consonant with 
prevailing conditions. Some years previously Engels had, unlike De 
Leon, actually approved such a pragmatic approach to socialism in 
a letter to Florence Kelley: 44 Our theory is a theory of development, 
not of dogma to be learned by heart and repeated mechanically. 
The less it is hammered into the Americans from the outside and 
the more they test it through their own experience ... the more 
will it become a part of their flesh and blood." Although few 
American radicals knew that the co-founder of world socialism had 
sympathized with their unwillingness to subject themselves to an 

[452] 



THE SOCIALIST BACKGROUND 


oppressive doctrinaf discipline, they proceeded to develop a so- 
cialism based on American conditions and requirements. 

In the late 1890's Eugene V. Debs emerged as the likeliest leader 
of this inchoate group of radicals. His experiences as a labor official 
had led him to accept the philosophy of socialism. “ There is no 
hope for the toiling masses of my countrymen,” he declared shortly 
after Bryan's first defeat, “ except by the pathways mapped out by 
the Socialists, the advocates of the co-operative commonwealth." 
A pragmatical humanitarian who was eager to put his ideas to the 
test, he established the Brotherhood of the Cooperative Common- 
wealth. After discussing its colonization plan with other socialists, 
he abandoned it as utopian and formed the party of Social Democ- 
racy, aiming “ to conquer capitalism by making use of our political 
liberty, and by taking possession of the public power.” The organ- 
ization was at once joined by Jewish socialists from New York and 
German socialists from Wisconsin. About a year later, however, 
the party split on the issue of colonization. Debs, Victor Berger, 
and other confirmed socialists reorganized their faction into the 
Social Democratic party with the motto of “ pure socialism and no 
compromise.” In a newspaper interview early in 1900 Debs stated: 
“ The Social Democratic Party is not a reform party, but a revolu- 
tionary party: It does not propose to modify the competitive system 
but abolish it.” At that time the party had 226 branches and 4,536 
members — largely as a result of his intensive organizational efforts. 
It expressed its appreciation by nominating him for the Presidency. 

In February 1900, the “ kangaroos ” met in Rochester, New York, 
and voted to unite with the Social Democratic party. As a gesture of 
friendship they also nominated Debs as their candidate. This com- 
bination made it possible for the latter to receive nearly 97,000 
votes as against 34,000 for the nominee of the Socialist Labor party. 
After the election the two groups encountered some difficulty in 
reaching final unity, but ultimately composed their differences and 
decided to call their organization the Socialist party. Morris Hill- 
quit, an able young “ kangaroo,” was largely responsible for the 
merger. 
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The new party, while containing sizable contingents of foreign 
birth, consisted largely of young and energetic Americans. Prag- 
matic idealists, they had not, like so many Europeans, turned social- 
ists after having read Marx's Capital . They were therefore quite 
free of doctrinal training. Although they learned to employ the 
same cant slogans as those used by the members of the Socialist 
Labor party, they were primarily concerned with immediate de- 
mands and a mass membership. They favored the formation of trade 
unions, 44 no matter how small or how conservative," as a means of 
strengthening the wage-working class. It was their assumption that 
by co-operating with the existing unions and by fostering new ones 
they would advance the cause of socialism. This policy early bore 
fruit when in 1902 the Western Labor Union, with a membership of 
1 50,000, endorsed the principles of the Socialist party. A good many 
of the unions affiliated with the American Federation of Labor were 
also friendly toward the party. 

During the 1900's the abuses of capitalism and the journalistic 
campaign against them drove a number of Americans into the so- 
cialist camp. Every exposure of human exploitation helped to justify 
the socialistic criticism of the profit system. Every instance of police 
brutality toward strikers or judicial connivance favoring corpora- 
tions resulted in a wave of protests and new converts to socialism. 
Van Wyck Brooks wrote of this period: 

A new breath had blown over the American scene: people felt that the 
era* of big business had reached its climacteric, that a new nation was 
about to be born out of the social settlements, out of the soil that had 
been harrowed and swept by the muckrakers, out of the spirit of 44 ser- 
vice ” that animated a whole new race of novelists. 

Even in the academic fortresses of conservatism more and more 
youthful intellectuals heeded the call of conscience and placed the 
welfare of the people above their own personal ambitions. In 1905 
a group of college men, including Jack London and Upton Sinclair, 
launched the Intercollegiate Socialist Society. Under the able di- 
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rection of Harry W. Laidler, groups of enthusiastic students soon 
gathered in the leading universities and colleges to discuss the prin- 
ciples of socialism. During the same period the Rand School of 
Social Science in New York became a Marxist training center for 
labor union and socialist organizers. 

The Socialist party was broad enough and elastic enough to wel- 
come all the diverse dissidents who applied for admission. Leading 
muckrakers such as Charles Edward Russell and Allan L. Benson, 
conscience-stricken rich young men such as }. G. Phelps Stokes and 
Joseph M. Patterson (later the publisher of the reactionary New 
York Daily News), scholars such as Professor George D. Herron 
and Robert Hunter, syndicalists like William D. Haywood, and 
trade unionists of all types — these and many others joined the 
party and worked hard to increase its effectiveness and prestige. 
With their help the appeal of socialism became nationwide. Scores 
of radical periodicals were established. The International Socialist 
Review, in existence since 1900 and ably edited by A. M. Simons, 
became the intellectual fountainhead of American socialism; J. A. 
Wayland's Appeal to Reason, a militant and typically midwestem 
weekly, reached a circulation of over a half-million; the Charles 
Kerr Company issued a large list of socialist books and pamphlets in 
huge editions. No wonder that the upholders of the status quo 
were frightened by the prospect. “ Socialism,” ex-Secretary of the 
Treasury Leslie M. Shaw declared in 1908, “ is taught on every 
hand and I am alarmed by the general trend of things in this con- 
nection.” 

In that very year, however, the Socialist party received a sudden 
jolt. After a strenuous campaign, during which Debs toured the 
country in a “ Red Special ” at great expense, its vote was very 
little above that of 1904. It appeared that the converts to socialism 
were for the most part not disciplined radices but humanitarians 
and social rebels easily tempted by the possibility of immediate re- 
forms. Thus many of them, who had voted for Debs* when the 
Democrats put up a plain conservative like Judge Parker, and 
thereby quadrupled the Socialist party vote, could not in 1908 resist 
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Bryan's progressive platitudes. Debs, the revolutionary, wanted the 
party to return to its original status as a workingmen's political or- 
ganization, but the large majority of the leaders, headed by Hill- 
quit and Berger, preferred to keep the base broad and to intensify 
their work of “ agitation, education, and organization." 

With the aid of hundreds of “ Jimmy Higginses ” — self-effacing 
and hard-working men and women who devoted themselves to the 
task of socialistic propaganda — the party rode on the crest of the 
wave of social idealism which carried many thousands of Americans 
to the very shores of the co-operative commonwealth. Every means 
of reaching middle-class liberals was exploited; socialism was pre- 
sented to them as both a humanitarian and an honorable solution 
to our social ills. 

Similar efforts were also made to win the membership of the 
American Federation of Labor. Hillquit later averred “ that trade 
unionism and Socialism sprang from the same economic conditions 
and necessities, that their ultimate goals were consciously or un- 
consciously identical, that one complemented the other and that 
both would gain by natural understanding and practical co-opera- 
tion." To conciliate the conservative labor leaders the Socialist 
party decided at its 1912 convention to drive the members of the 
Industrial Workers of the World from its midst. To this end it 
adopted a constitutional amendment which provided that “ any 
member of the party who opposes political action or advocates 
crime, sabotage or other methods of violence as a weapon of the 
working class to aid in its emancipation shall be expelled from 
membership in the party." A number of trade-union leaders, pleased 
with the party's new policy, voted for Max S. Hayes, a socialist, 
when he opposed Gompers for the presidency of the American 
Federation of Labor — giving him nearly a third of the total vote. 

As a result of this augmented activity and opportunistic policy 
the Socialist party had, according to H. J. Whigham, editor of the 
then socialistic Metropolitan , “ tacitly removed the class war as a 
test of faith." It increased its membership from 58,011 in 1910 to 
118,045 * w0 y^ rs later — largely by incorporating a number of for- 
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eign-language federations. At this time, also, 1039 of its dues-paying 
members were serving as elected officials, including one Congress- 
man and 56 mayors. In the national elections Debs, opposed by the 
liberal Woodrow Wilson and the dynamic Theodore Roosevelt, 
then an outstanding progressive, received 897,01 1 votes, or nearly 
six percent of the total — the most a radical party has attained 
to date. 

The expulsion of Haywood and his followers from the Socialist 
party injured both groups: the Industrial Workers of the World 
lost the bonds which kept it in balance and the party was deprived 
of its militant radicalism. Yet this split was logically inevitable. 
While the socialists who predominated in the party councils were 
largely of bourgeois origin or inclination, the I.W.W. “ Wob- 
blies ” — were mostly migrant or immigrant workers without access 
to the ballot box, ignored by the conservative craft unions, and 
driven to desperate measures by aggressive employers and a brutal 
constabulary. They were marked men and, having nothing to lose, 
behaved accordingly. At first the organization consisted mostly of 
western miners, lumberjacks, and farmhands, men of brawn and 
daring who joined the class struggle with a lusty song; later it re- 
ceived an influx of grossly underpaid textile workers of the East. 
Although these Wobblies conducted about 1 50 strikes in the course 
of their existence, they fought moderately, if persistently, in the 
face of cruel and sadistic attacks by the police. They won many bat- 
tles for free speech more by sheer defiance of unwarranted author- 
ity than by acts of violence. The prolonged but successful strike 
of the Lawrence weavers in 1912 brought the Wobblies to the fa- 
vorable attention of the entire nation. A year later they were simi- 
larly prominent in the Paterson silk strike. At this time the organ- 
ization contained about 75,000 members. 

The I.W.W, was severely crippled during World War I. Its 
open anti-militaristic stand and its refusal to call off strikes, every- 
where exposed it to malicious attacks. Its members were beaten 
and jailed, its halls raided and wrecked, and its very existence was 
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prohibited by numerous anti-syndicalist laws. Finally the federal 
government rounded up 166 of its leaders, tried 113 under the Es- 
pionage Act, and convicted 93. Haywood and a number of others 
received sentences ranging from ten to twenty years in prison. Not 
even the hardy I.W.W/s were able to survive this persecution. 
Their organized existence has continued spasmodic and spent — 
maintained by a few faithful members. 

The Socialist party appeared at first to function smoothly, as if it 
had profited from the expulsion of the syndicalist faction. Professor 
John Graham Brooks, an eminent academic economist, wrote at 
that time: “ There is much reason to believe that Socialism in its 
most revolutionary character is from now on to have its most fruit- 
ful field in the United States.” Writers and professional men of all 
degrees of prominence continued to announce their conversion to 
the Marxian philosophy. The brilliant, if bohemian, editorial group 
of The Masses , headed by Max Eastman, who had taught philoso- 
phy at Columbia University, made their sallies against the faults 
and foibles of capitalism with a sprightly irresponsibility which 
pleased many intellectuals. In 1914 the New York East Side, long 
the stronghold of Tammany Democrats despite the agitation of a 
number of Jewish radicals, at last sent the Socialist Meyer London 
to Congress. It looked indeed as if Professor Brooks had spoken 
truly. 

The outbreak of war in 1914 brought sudden disaster to socialist 
movements everywhere. The failure of the strong socialist parties of 
Europe to stand up against their bellicose governments and to call 
a general strike against the war caused not only the rapid disintegra- 
tion of the Second International, which had grown powerful in its 
quarter-century of existence, but keen disillusionment among so- 
cialists in neutral countries. The American Socialist party, loyal to 
its principles, promptly condemned war and militarism and urged 
its members to dedicate themselves to 44 the task of rebuilding the 
Socialist International upon such a basis that henceforth it cannot 
be shaken by the most violent storms of capitalist conflicts.” In 
1915, fearful of the spread of war to the United States, the party 
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adopted a constitutional amendment stating that “ any membei 
of the Socialist Party, elected to an office, who shall in any way vote 
to appropriate moneys for military or naval purposes, or war, shall 
be expelled from the party." 

No amount of exhortation availed against the torrent of emo- 
tional nationalism unloosed by the war. Like most other Americans, 
socialists began to take sides; the majority, affected by the flood of 
propaganda, abominated the Kaiser and his arrogant Junkers. As 
the tide of war neared our shores and the hour of decision held us 
in the balance, a number of prominent socialists began to insist 
that Americans must not shirk their duty of saving mankind from 
German autocracy. The pacifistic Charles Edward Russell advo- 
cated this view knowing that it would cost him the party's Presi- 
dential nomination in the 1916 campaign. The honor went to Allan 
L. Benson as a reward for his “ conspicuous opposition to war and 
militarism." The party fought vigorously on the issue of peace, but 
its total vote shrank by more than a third. As far as the liberals were 
concerned, the peace could be kept only by the re-election of Presi- 
dent Woodrow Wilson. 

On the eve of the declaration of war by the United States in April 
1917, the Socialist party called an emergency convention in St. 
Louis. After solemn and prolonged debate the delegates adopted 
an anti-war proclamation which condemned the murder of millions 
of workers for the sake of “ unholy profits ” and opposed the sacri- 
fice of American lives “ on the altar of capitalist greed." “ We brand 
the declaration of war by our government as a crime of our capital- 
ist class against the people of the United States and against the 
nations of the world." A sizable minority, tom by conflicting loyal- 
ties, resigned from the party rather than oppose what they be- 
lieved to be a war to end war. Not a few of them, as if bent on justi- 
fying themselves to their own consciences, became almost hysterical 
in their eagerness to explain the conflict as a crusade to save the 
world from dire catastrophe. 

The United States, dedicated to winning the war, changed al- 
most over night from a tolerant democracy to a de facto dictator- 

[459] 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE SOCIALISTS 


ship. The government began to persecute all types of nonconform- 
ists ruthlessly. Pacifists and socialists were mistreated with the bru- 
tality meted out to Wobblies and anarchists. Their newspapers and 
magazines were suppressed, their quarters ransacked. About 2000 
persons were convicted under the Espionage Act and sentenced to 
long terms in prison. The work of the Socialist party locals was 
completely disrupted, though they continued to function under- 
ground. Only in a metropolis like New York was the party able to 
maintain itself and to amass over 145,000 votes, or nearly a quarter 
of the total, for its mayoralty candidate Morris Hillquit. 

While the government was doing its utmost to smash the Social- 
ist party from without, the political eruption in Russia caused it to 
suffer a schism of even graver consequences. At first all socialists 
greeted the news of the Czar's abdication with delight. They agreed 
that the epochal event had changed the character of the war and 
that the defeat of the Kaiser had become imperative. But the Bol- 
shevik revolution, which rode roughshod over the moderate social- 
ists and boldly formed a workers' republic in defiance of orthodox 
procedure, confounded many of them. The more conservative lead- 
ers refused to condone the wholesale imprisonment and execution 
of well-known radicals and attacked the Bolshevik rulers for their 
ruthless and reckless assumption of power. The majority of 
the members, many of them of Slavic origin, were exhilarated by the 
realization of the first socialist state and insisted on supporting the 
Soviets against their enemies. The leftward drift in Europe after 
the Armistice and the intensified persecution of radicals in the 
United States served to strengthen their loyalty to the Bolshevik 
government. They believed that Lenin had initiated the worldwide 
revolution and preferred his guidance to that of their own leaders. 

The formation of the Third International in Moscow on March 
6, 1919, precipitated a new split within the American radical move- 
ment. Left-wing factions became active in numerous cities. They 
repudiated the rulings of the national executive committee, issued 
their own periodicals, and agitated for full co-operation with the 
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Third International. The committee retaliated by expelling or sus- 
pending state and local branches and nullifying the election results 
in which the moderates were badly beaten. At the emergency con- 
vention, held in Chicago at the end of August, the national conserv- 
ative leaders succeeded with the aid of the police in retaining con- 
trol of the party organization. The expelled foreign-language groups, 
claiming to represent true Bolshevism in this country, convened at 
the same time to form the Communist party. The left-wing ma- 
jority, having failed either to capture the party or to gain the co- 
operation of the self-styled Bolsheviks, immediately organized the 
Communist Labor party. John Reed was one of the leaders of this 
group and was sent to Moscow to represent the new party at the ses- 
sions of the Third International. Two months later both communist 
factions were driven underground by widespread raids and whole- 
sale arrests and deportations. 

The truncated Socialist party, permitted a formal existence by 
the government, tried valiantly to lay a new foundation for demo- 
cratic socialism. In 1920 it persuaded the aging Debs, then serving 
a ten-year sentence in Atlanta, again to become its Presidential 
nominee. But the 915,000 men and women who voted for him did 
so more to pay their respects to the imprisoned humanitarian than 
to indicate any loyalty to the party. The actual membership had 
fallen from 108,504 in 1919 to 13,484 two years later. Morris Hill- 
quit, the party's astute leader, was well aware of its plight. 

The relatively big vote was the last flicker of the dying candle and 
did not deceive the Socialist. . . . The Socialist Party as such con- 
tinued to decline catastrophically. It was completely wiped out in a 
number of states, and all that was left of the erstwhile vigorous and 
promising movement was a small band of stubborn die-hards, largely 
concentrated in a few Eastern and Midwestern states. 


So feeble was the general interest in socialism after 1920 that when 
the New York Assembly expelled the five elected socialists by an 
act of “ official lawlessness," only a few liberal lawyers and metro- 
politan newspapers bothered to express disapproval. To the people 
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at large all 44 Reds ” were vicious agitators and deserved the harsh 
treatment they received. 

With a shrinking membership and predominantly conservative 
leadership, the Socialist party lacked the strength and enthusiasm 
to build anew on a Marxian foundation. Instead it began to seek 
affiliation with labor and liberal elements. After a preliminary meet- 
ing earlier in the year, representatives of various groups met in De- 
cember 1922 to organize the Conference for Progressive Political 
Action. Hillquit, who attended the sessions, manifested the temper 
of the Socialist party when he said: 44 Personally I take the position 
that progress is always made safely and slowly, step by step/' The 
result of this and subsequent meetings was that in 1924 the new 
progressive party nominated Senator Robert M. La Follette for the 
Presidency on an essentially Populist platform. The campaign was 
intensive and enthusiastic. The socialists relinquished their own 
ticket and worked for La Follette. When the ballots were counted 
the Wisconsin liberal received nearly 5,000,000 votes — the largest 
number ever given to a third party, but too small to satisfy its chief 
backers. A few months later the important labor leaders left the 
organization and caused its rapid disintegration. The socialists had 
no alternative but to resume their former political independence. 

In the middle 1920’s Norman Thomas emerged as head of 
the party. A Princeton graduate, a former Presbyterian minister, a 
persuasive speaker, he readily gained popularity and prestige among 
both socialists and liberals. But the trend continued strongly in the 
direction of 44 normalcy/' Nor did it turn towards socialism with 
the coming of the severe economic depression. In the 1932 election 
Thomas received a sizable vote, though in the opinion of his fol- 
lowers it seemed — considering the prevailing unemployment and 
real suffering — disappointingly small. In the subsequent elections 
most of the liberals and radicals, influenced by campaign issues and 
by dissension within their own ranks, voted for President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt. Throughout the 1930’s the socialists indeed dissi- 
pated their energies in factional fights or in execrating the Russian 
and American communists. The 44 rightists ” broke away and be- 
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came venomous and violent at the mere mention of Soviet Russia. 
Thomas and his followers, confused and discouraged, found them- 
selves caught in the snare of isolationism at the outbreak of World 
War II. Thereafter the Socialist party remained a political organ- 
ization in name only. 

The “Red” raids which were resumed in November 1919, a 
year after the war had ended, aimed at the incarceration of individ- 
ual communists and the destruction of their party organizations. 
The resulting terror is a dark page in American history. Utilizing a 
great many agents provocateurs , who honeycombed all radical 
groups and were responsible for much of the propaganda of incite- 
ment, the government indulged in an orgy of oppression and bru- 
tality. In a short time thousands of suspected communists were ar- 
rested and over 500 aliens deported. “ It was,” according to William 
Z. Foster, “ a real baptism of fire for the Communist movement.” 

In 1921 the Third International ruled that the two American 
communist factions should unite into a single party. This they did 
in December, electing Charles E. Ruthenberg as secretary. With 
increased governmental tolerance the party abandoned its under- 
ground activities and came out into the open under the name of 
Workers party. In the 1924 election Foster, its Presidential candi- 
date, received 36,386 votes. Bitter factional fights, however, reflect- 
ing the Trotsky-Stalin struggle for dominance over the crucial issue 
of “ permanent revolution ” versus “ socialism in one country,” 
prostrated the party during the ensuing half-decade. Ruthenberg’s 
death in 1927 permitted Jay Lovestone, an energetic but erratic 
“ rightist,” to take over the party’s leadership. Two years later the 
Third International deposed him for taking issue with Stalin on a 
doctrinal matter and promoted Earl R. Browder to his position. 
(It is of interest to note that Lovestone in 1927 and Browder in 
1946 were expelled for the same heresy of “ American exceptional- 
ism.”) At this time the Communist party had only 7000* members 
and was flanked by “ right ” and “ left ” opposition groups deter- 
mined to fight the “ Stalinites ” to the bitter end. 
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Unlike the Socialist party, which was primarily a political organ- 
ization and most active during election campaigns, the Communist 
party was from the outset moved by circumstances and principle to 
concentrate its energies on defending minority groups and organ- 
izing the unskilled workers. At one of its early conventions Ruthen- 
berg reported that, recognizing the immaturity of the class struggle 
in the United States, the party “ has formulated policies for the 
immediate struggles for political demands which will build up the 
power of the workers and prepare them for the revolutionary strug- 
gle” In line with this decision communists helped factory workers 
and poor farmers in their efforts to improve their economic status. 
In 1926 they led the strike of the Passaic textile workers with such 
skill and self-sacrifice as to arouse the respect of liberals everywhere. 
Two years later they performed a similar service in the embittered 
Gastonia strike. Wherever labor unrest became manifest they were 
among the first to offer help and guidance. 

The communists were also quick to challenge injustices against 
radicals and minority groups. Thus, when several young Negroes of 
Scottsboro, Alabama, were sentenced to die on a trumped-up charge 
of rape, the communists devoted themselves to their liberation with 
such zeal — conducting large mass-meetings of protest^ collecting 
signatures and funds — that they succeeded in arousing the con- 
science of the country against this miscarriage of justice. 

The policy of the Communist party in foreign affairs was closely 
co-ordinated with that of the Third International. The safe and suc- 
cessful development of Soviet Russia was ever the guiding principle. 
In effect the dominant Bolshevik leaders could do no wrong. Since 
the United States did not recognize the Soviet government until 
1933 and since the diplomats of Europe were almost united in their 
anti-Russian bias, the American communists joined those of other 
lands in attacking the enemies of the first socialist republic. They 
performed this watchdog task with unceasing zeal and thereby ex- 
posed themselves to the charge of disloyalty to their own govern- 
ment. 

The rise of fascism in Italy and especially in Germany placed all 
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communists on the defensive. Judging it a greater menace to both 
Soviet Russia and the general communist movement than demo- 
cratic capitalism, the American communists quickly concentrated 
their attack upon all forms of reaction at home and abroad. In their 
newspapers and magazines, in large mass-meetings and by means of 
pamphlets, they sought to dramatize the danger of fascism to the 
democratic way of life. More than any other one agency the Com- 
munist party exposed the corruption and criminality of the leading 
Nazis. When General Franco, assisted by Italian and German arms, 
attacked the liberal Spanish government in 1936, American com- 
munists at once saw the threat to world peace and democracy and 
joined communists in other lands in a common effort to defeat the 
fascist enemy. They organized and financed the Abraham Lincoln 
Battalion, called many meetings of protest, and collected funds for 
Loyalist Spain. Many a communist youth died in battle, and those 
who survived returned to warn an awakening people of the fascist 
threat to civilization. 

Perhaps the greatest contribution of the communists lay in their 
undaunted efforts to unionize the mass-production industries. In 
the early 1930*5 they gathered the unemployed in meeting halls and 
on parade to impress upon them their right to work. Wherever they 
saw the need or the opportunity, they agitated for greater govern- 
ment assistance, for better living conditions, and for improved labor 
terms. When the New Deal laws facilitated the unionization of 
labor, the communists took full advantage of the opportunity. Un- 
obtrusive and yet ubiquitous, they made themselves invaluable to 
the liberal union officials who had formed the Committee on In- 
dustrial Organization for the purpose of unionizing the millions of 
unskilled workers whom the craft unions had long neglected. 
Though relatively few, the communist agitators and organizers im- 
pregnated the Committee with a daring and enterprise that helped 
it to invade and unionize the industries which had long been noted 
for their anti-union policies. Within a short time the ilew unions 
had millions of members and had succeeded in imposing their 
terms upon recalcitrant employers. Although some of the corpora- 
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tions fought these unions with the charge of communism, they 
failed to prejudice their employees against the men who were ob- 
viously devoted and enthusiastic industrial unionists. 

During the early years of the depression, when our capitalist econ- 
omy seemed to totter and many men were inclined to heed the 
prophets of doom, the communists were particularly successful in 
their appeal to intellectuals. They attracted a number of writers 
and artists by means of John Reed clubs, by congresses devoted to 
the ideals and functions of the creative worker, and by their agita- 
tion within W.P.A. organizations. Although not many members 
of these “ front ” organizations actually joined the party — and 
some soon reacted violently against all radicalism — ■ the majority 
gained a social awareness which freshened and deepened their sub- 
sequent work. 

As already indicated, the Communist party acted as an inde- 
pendent political party more by default than by design. Its leaders 
knew well enough that they had no chance of political victory in 
the foreseeable future. Firmly grounded in the doctrines of Marx 
and Stalin, eager to develop an American class-conscious prole- 
tariat, they saw clearly the difficulties of their task. “ Many of the 
great objective difficulties/' Foster pointed out, “ include the re- 
straining effects of the higher American wage levels, a greater eco- 
nomic opportunity, more formal democratic rights, the diversity 
of races and nationalities, etc." Obstacles, however, have never yet 
stopped men determined to achieve a goal. And communists are 
nothing if not determined. 

Very early they sought to ally themselves with labor and liberal 
groups. In 1922 they were rejected by the Conference for Progres- 
sive Political Action. Somewhat later they tried in vain to unite with 
existing farmer and labor parties. They even made overtures to the 
Socialist party. None wanted to associate with them for fear of 
being stigmatized from without and subverted from within. Un- 
daunted, the communists again agitated for a union of all radical 
and liberal elements during the early 1930 ’s and denounced as 0 so- 
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cial fascists ” those who refused to co-operate with them. In 1936 
and again two years later Browder campaigned on the issues of anti- 
fascism and the people’s front. He argued that the Communist 
party, aware of the great need of a united front, offered as its “ main 
proposal to the American people that they organize themselves in 
such a Farmer-Labor Party.” The American people, however, were 
not interested. Nor had the liberals and socialists reason to trust the 
communists in view of their military discipline and pragmatic tac- 
tics. For one reason or another they believed the communists were 
offering them a Trojan horse. 

This prejudice against the communists appeared amply justified 
by their behavior at the outbreak of World War II. Few people 
knew of the evasive and sham nature of the negotiations early in 
1939 between the Western powers and Soviet Russia. The Rus- 
sians, smarting from the rebuke given to them at Munich the year 
before, did not trust the British diplomats. Suspecting them of en- 
couraging the Nazis to attack and destroy the Red Army even while 
the negotiations were proceeding in Moscow, they decided to out- 
smart the British and sign a Machiavellian pact of friendship with 
their deadly foe. The mass of mankind was startled and shocked. 
Even Browder and his followers at first failed to comprehend the 
nature of the treaty. But they dutifully assumed that whatever 
Soviet Russia did was right and began to defend her as best they 
could. Although Poland was already ravaged and the war in the 
West was entering its “ phony ” phase, the communists slackened 
their agitation against the Nazis and inveighed against the British 
for provoking a war of imperialism. For nearly two years, until the 
very day that the Germans invaded Soviet Russia, they pursued an 
isolationist policy and criticized the Roosevelt administration for 
its imperialistic belligerency. 

After June 21, 1941, the communists returned to their prewar 
tactics. Again they insisted that the Nazis were criminal madmen 
bent on destroying democracy. The war now lost its imperialistic 
nature and became a struggle for survival. Complete unity with 
Russia, they argued, was essential to victory. They devoted them- 
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selves to the war effort with undiminished enthusiasm. Regardless 
of its motivation, the patriotism of the communists was as intensive 
as it was effective. They defended the no-strike agreement, backed 
the Roosevelt administration to the limit, and praised the large in- 
dustrialists for their part in making this country the arsenal of de- 
mocracy. To achieve victory over the Nazis they were ready, once 
the Third International was disbanded, to relinquish their party 
policies and principles. Robert Minor, one of their leaders, asserted 
that the Communist party “ is the most consistent and stubborn 
fighter for democracy that “ the American labor movement has 
a particular duty to support this war for our country's survival 
that “ in a time of war crisis like this, the Communist party does not 
take advantage of the war situation to propose any program that is 
not acceptable to the country as a whole." 

The climax of the communists' effort to adjust themselves to the 
temper of the American people came with Browder's proposal, after 
the Teheran Conference, that they liquidate their party and reor- 
ganize into an educational society under the name of American 
Communist Political Association. “ Under such a name," he de- 
clared, “ we will find it much easier to explain our true relation- 
ship with all other democratic and progressive groupings which 
operate through the medium, in the main, of the two-party system, 
and take our place in free collaboration at their side." As the leader 
of a highly disciplined party he had no difficulty in getting mem- 
bership approval for this radical change of tactics. In an interview 
in PM he stressed the intention of the Association to minimize its 
disagreements with capitalism and to work with all groups sympa- 
thetic to a liberal program. “ As far as the issues of the day are con- 
cerned, we have more points of similarity than of difference with 
other progressive groups, and it is our policy to stress the points of 
agreement rather than the points of difference." In the same inter- 
view he favored cartels and monopolies as a means of obtaining post- 
war full employment and industrial development. “ There is in the 
ranks of big capital an intelligent desire to adjust the practice of 
capital to the necessities of the democratic advance and a general 
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rise of the well-being of the country.” Party discipline forced ac- 
quiescence in these views on those who deplored this heretical atti- 
tude on the part of their leader, but a large number drifted away 
from the organization. 

Once the Nazis were beaten and the Red Army stood victorious 
over a prostrate Germany, a number of American communists 
gagged at further acceptance of Browder's political opportunism. 
Their chance to act came with the appearance of a critical article by 
Jacques Duclos, a leading French communist, in which he charged 
the American party with having blundered into anti-Marxian fal- 
lacies. Led by Foster, they began to beat their breasts and to de- 
nounce Browder as a traitor to the cause of communism. At a spe- 
cial meeting of the organization they ignominiously deposed their 
leader of the past sixteen years. They also reconstituted themselves 
as the Communist party, on a purely Marxian basis. Early in 1946 
Browder was expelled from the party for violating its principles and 
discipline. 

After a century of agitation, Marxian socialism has failed to take 
root in the social thinking of the American people. Alien in origin, 
weakened by frequent factional quarrels, execrated by powerful op- 
ponents who succeeded in making it obnoxious to a large number 
of workers, it remained relatively ineffectual even in periods of 
stress and suffering. As Foster admitted, American labor, compara- 
tively well off, has not felt itself driven by penury or oppression to 
resort to extreme measures. Nevertheless the socialist agitation after 
1900, although limited to the political periphery and at no time 
enlisting more than a small fraction of the population, has helped 
to stimulate our economic thinking and to instigate social improve- 
ments and political reforms which at first seemed revolutionary, if 
not preposterous, but which in time assumed a normal and desir- 
able inevitability. 

How this agitation was pursued by the various socialist groups 
and what kind of men they were led by are discussed in the follow- 
ing chapters on Daniel De Leon, Eugene V. Debs, and John Reed. 



DANIEL DE LEON 

APOSTLE OF SOCIALISM 


I n 1918, shortly after the Bolshevik Revolution, several Ameri- 
can correspondents reported that Lenin had expressed his warm 
admiration of Daniel De Leon's writings. John Reed, on his re- 
turn from Russia later that year, declared before the National Ex- 
ecutive Committee of the Socialist Labor party: 

Premier Lenin is a great admirer of Daniel De Leon, considering him 
the greatest of modern Socialists — the only one who had added any- 
thing to Socialist thought since Marx. It is Lenin's opinion that the 
Industrial State as conceived by De Leon will ultimately have to be the 
form of government in Russia. 

Lenin apparently nowhere wrote down his opinions on De Leon; 
there is no evidence that any of De Leon's ideas were incorporated 
into Lenin's theories and practices; and neither the Communist 
International nor the American Communist party reprinted any of 
De Leon's pamphlets. Yet Lenin's reported words recalled an out- 
standing American Socialist from undeserved obscurity. For by 
1918, four years after his death, time had already relegated De Leon 
to the oblivion reserved for leaders of lost causes. Wholly the in- 
tellectual and man of inflexible principle, devoted to ideas and 
disdaining compromise, caustic and intolerant, he failed to impress 
his views upon the mass of American workers. His theoretical 
soundness became affected by the rigidity of orthodox dogma; his 
acute exegesis of socialism was blurred by polemical wrangling. As a 
Marxian disciple, however, he towered over his fellow American 
socialists. 
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When Daniel De Leon reached New York in 1872 he had just 
completed six years of study in Germany and Holland. Bom in 
Curasao on December 14, 1852, the son of a well-established Span- 
ish-American family, he had decided to make his home in the 
United States. Knowing Spanish and sympathetic to sufferers of 
oppression and exploitation, he was readily attracted to a group 
of Cuban revolutionists and helped edit their Spanish period- 
ical. When the paper was suspended, he obtained a teaching 
position in a Westchester preparatory school. In 1876 he decided to 
study law at Columbia University and two years later was gradu- 
ated with honors. In 1883 he won a prize lectureship in international 
law at Columbia and kept it for two successive three-year terms. He 
refused a third term when, because of his activities in behalf of 
labor, the administration failed to offer him a promised full profes- 
sorship. 

In 1886, perturbed by the bad social conditions in the New York 
slums and by the clubbing of strikers, he became an ardent partici- 
pant in Henry George's spectacular mayoralty campaign and scan- 
dalized his conservative colleagues at the university by speaking pub- 
licly in George's behalf. Once the election was over, however, his 
inquiring mind quickly perceived the inadequacy of the single-tax 
theory of economics and in later years he scorned it as “ flatulent ” 
and the product of “ half-antiquated, half-idiotic reasoning." 

His dissatisfaction with the capitalistic system of society, intensi- 
fied by conditions at Columbia which favored socially acceptable 
mediocrities over foreigners of ability like himself, caused him to 
take an interest in the social criticism of his day. A reading of Bel- 
lamy's newly published Looking Backward stirred his imagination 
and led him to join the Nationalist movement. Again he was soon 
disillusioned — his mind was too critical for simple utopias — and 
perforce drifted toward the inchoate socialist organization which 
was at that time struggling to make itself heard within the ranks 
of unionized labor. In 1889, after a reading of some of Karl Marx's 
writings, he joined the Socialist Labor party. 

Not given to doing things by halves, De Leon accepted socialism 
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in dead earnest. Convinced that Marx offered the only practical 
solution to the ills of society, he dedicated himself to the task of 
advocating it before the country's working class. First as associated 
editor and after 1891 as editor of People, the organ of the Socialist 
Labor party, he devoted his acute mind and tremendous ener- 
gies to the spreading of socialism. Under his direction the peri- 
odical became a hard-hitting, straightforward, and clear-cut propa- 
ganda medium; his editorials, as later his pamphlets, were superior 
in quality and cogency to any other similar writings; and his force- 
ful style suffered little from his inability to revise his first drafts or 
the stenographic copies of his lectures. In 1891 he also became the 
national lecturer of the party and traveled as far as the Pacific Coast 
in his tours of agitation. Obviously the intellectual and effective 
speaker, he impressed his audiences with the vitality of his message. 

His great merits dwarfed the older leaders of the party and he 
quickly established himself as its dominant head. Wholly the ideal- 
ist and driven by a single-minded determination, he demanded a 
similar zeal on the part of every professing socialist. Those who 
differed with him or who failed to conform to strict principle he 
criticized with fanatical fierceness. 

In his efforts to turn socialism into a mass movement he found 
himself balked by those from whom he had expected warm co- 
operation — the labor leaders. His point of view and his peremptory 
approach had immediately antagonized them. Although a few pro- 
fessed a sympathy towards socialism, the majority reviled him as a 
dreamer and trouble-maker. As officers of craft unions they wanted 
most of all shorter hours of work and higher wages for their mem- 
bers. The larger interests of labor hardly concerned them. Nor 
would they tolerate the injection of politics into their unions. Many 
of them believed in each union for itself and feared any arrange- 
ment or tactics that might lessen the chances of immediate gains. 

De Leon accused these labor leaders of venality and lack of vision. 
He regarded them as traitors to the cause of labor and usually re- 
ferred to them as fakers and ignoramuses. He condemned their craft 
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separatism and their ban on political action as means of abetting the 
perpetuation of wage slavery. 44 The pure and simple trade union is 
not a labor organization but a caricature of capitalism/ 1 For the 
aim of a union of workers must be “ the abolition of the wages 
system of slavery " if it is to be true to its essential purpose. Nor 
must workmen be misguided by the promise of favorable labor 
laws, since employers can always find ways of getting around these. 
“ So long as the capitalist class held the government, all such labor 
laws . . . were a snare and a delusion/' 

At first De Leon fought the labor officials within the unions. He 
joined the Knights of Labor and made considerable headway, but 
in the end his efforts were frustrated and he had to get out. “ The 
trade union leaders/' he admitted at the time, 44 will let you bore 
from within only enough to throw you out through that hole bored 
by you." In 1895 h e was instrumental in the formation of the Social- 
ist Trade and Labor Alliance under the aegis of the Socialist Labor 
party — an industrial and class-conscious union. At the next annual 
convention of the party the Alliance was hailed 44 as a giant stride 
towards throwing off the yoke of wage slavery," and socialists were 
called upon to 44 consolidate and concentrate the proletariat of 
America into one class-conscious army, equipped both with the 
shield of the economic organization and the sword of the Socialist 
Labor Party ballot." Notwithstanding this brave beginning, the 
Alliance remained throughout its decade of vain effort an anemic 
and ineffectual organization. In 1905, when it combined with other 
labor groups to form the Industrial Workers of the World, it had a 
membership of 1400. 

If De Leon denounced the cpnservative labor leaders, he de- 
spised the pragmatic socialists who invoked Marx without adhering 
to his doctrines. His thorough study of Marx's writings had con- 
vinced him that socialism was based upon the class struggle and 
could be achieved only by the overthrow of the capitalist* system, 
and he was adamant against any manifestation of what Mane had 
termed the 44 cretinism of bourgeois parliamentarianism." 44 The so- 
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cialist movement/' De Leon declared, “ cannot be all things to all 
men; it can be only one thing, and to only one class — the working 
class." To be a socialist was in fact to be a revolutionist engaged in 
active and continuous battle against the capitalist system. Com- 
promise or moderation could not but lead to disaster. “ Nothing is 
gained on the road to palliatives; all may be lost. . . . Not sops, but 
the unconditional surrender of capitalism, is the battle cry of the 
Proletarian Revolution." 

He therefore demanded that all members of the Socialist Labor 
party adhere rigidly to the principle of complete unity of theory 
and tactics; that transgressions be punished according to the gravity 
of the offense. He attacked without mercy those who refused to sub- 
ject themselves to party discipline or who favored the doctrine of 
gradualism. He stigmatized them as reformers — shallow-pated sen- 
timentalists whose platforms he likened to banana peels on which 
the reformer was bound to slip and bring down the workers with 
him. 44 We know him; we have experienced him; we know what 
mischief he can do; and he cannot get within our ranks if we can 
help it. He must organize an opposition organization and thus ful- 
fil the only good mission he has in the scheme of nature — pull out 
from among us whatever reformers may be hiding there." 

As a consequence of De Leon's dogmatic idealism, the history 
of the Socialist Labor party during his quarter-century of leadership 
was marked by strife and dissension. Few active members were able 
to measure up to his lofty standard. A number of his devoted col- 
leagues, such as Hugo Vogt, Lucien Saniel, and others, sooner or 
later rebelled against his obdurate domination. In his defense he 
explained: 

I uniformly go to the full length, fullest length possible, of giving people 
the opportunity to show what good there is in them, if any, for the 
movement. All these men who have gone to the dogs gave promise of 
better things. 

Towards the end of the 1890's the larger part of the membership, 
failing to depose him from the leadership of the party, joined the 
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“ kangaroo exodus ” and combined with Eugene V. Debs's group 
in the Middle West to form the Socialist party. A smaller schism 
occurred three years later when the 44 kanglets ” broke away to unite 
with the earlier dissidents. This blood-letting became a chronic 
procedure and kept the party small and anemic. 

De Leon accepted these disaffections with philosophic fortitude, 
declaring comfortingly: 

You will never find the revolutionist putting himself above the organi- 
zation. The opposite conduct is an unmistakable earmark of reformers. 

Because he perceived the ideal of socialism with the clarity of utter 
conviction, he was never able to realize that others were also capable 
of such implicit faith without necessarily agreeing with him on all 
points. Having never known the appeal of immediate rewards in 
the form of higher wages or better working conditions, he con- 
demned such palliatives as insidious sops. At the party's convention 
in 1900 he was instrumental in eliminating from its platform all 
immediate demands as well as the right of membership to any 
official of a craft union. So far as he was concerned, a small but 
united party promised more for the future of socialism than a large 
membership interested in hasty palliatives rather than in ultimate 
goals. Firm adherence to this ideal later caused him to reject his 
favored son Solon, in whom he had placed fond hopes, when the 
youth questioned his father's interpretation of Marx's definition of 
value. In De Leon's mind man was subservient to principle and not 
otherwise; not even his own son could violate this rule without suf- 
fering the consequences. 

De Leon's major contribution to the theory of socialism lay in 
his development of the tactics by which capitalism was to be re- 
placed by a socialist republic. He believed firmly in the doctrine of 
the class struggle. 44 Between the Working Class and Capitalist 
Class there is an irrepressible conflict, a class struggle for life." He 
also argued that while capitalism was a natural and necessary phase 
in the evolution of society, it had already reached the end of its use- 
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fulness and had become an obstacle to social progress. “ Labor alone 
produces all the wealth/' he repeated after Marx, and was therefore 
entitled to all of it. Only socialism could achieve this economic 
justice. 

Socialism is the logical sequence of economic and sociologic develop- 
ment. It is the movement which overthrows the Political State; rears 
the Industrial Commonwealth in its place; harmonizes the system of 
ownership with the collective system of operating the plants of produc- 
tion; and abolishes economic dependency, the foundation of all slavery. 


Since capitalism refused to abdicate, and fought as fiercely for its 
least privilege as for its very existence, it became incumbent upon 
socialists to achieve their goal by revolutionary means. 

Yet De Leon abhorred the reckless use of physical force. To him, 
revolution was the ripe fruit of disciplined and directed evolution. 
“ No revolutionary class is ever ripe for success/' he pointed out, 
“ before it has itself well in hand." To expedite this evolutionary 
process “ to the crisis of revolution," he urged political organization 
along with industrial unionization. Both were , necessary because 
capitalism was dominant in both fields and must be attacked accord- 
ingly. “ Without political organization, the labor movement can- 
not triumph; without economic organization, the day of its politi- 
cal triumph would be the day of its defeat." It should be clearly 
understood, however, that the political phase was merely the orderly 
method of attacking capitalism in a democratic society. “ The po- 
litical movement bows to the methods of civilized discussion; it 
gives a chance to the peaceful solution of the great question at issue” 
Yet for this very reason it must not yield to the temptation of con- 
cessions. “ It must be uncompromisingly revolutionary. This fact 
dictates the conduct of the successful political candidates of labor 
in the parliaments of capitalism." 

De Leon's concept of unionization was closely connected with 
the ultimate goal of socialism. He believed that laborers naturally 
seek to unite for mutual benefits. 
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As sure as a man wifi raise his hand by some instinct, to shield himself 
against a blow, so surely will workingmen, instinctively, periodically 
gather into unions. The Union is the arm that Labor instinctively throws 
up to screen its head. 

Conservative labor leaders, myopic and unscrupulous, concerned 
more for their jobs than for the welfare of labor, have driven their 
timid followers into the blind alley of craft unionism. Yet the true 
direction of unionism is along the broad highway leading to the so- 
cialist republic. 

The trades union has a supreme mission. That mission is nothing short 
of organizing by uniting, and uniting by organizing, the whole working 
class individually — not merely those for whom there are jobs, accord- 
ingly, not only those who can pay dues. This unification or organiza- 
tion is essential in order to save the eventual and possible victory from 
bankruptcy, by enabling the working class to assume and conduct pro- 
duction the moment the guns of the public powers fall into its hands 
— or before, if need be, if capitalist political chicanery pollutes the ballot 
box. The mission is important also in that the industrial organization 
forecasts the future constituencies of the parliaments of the Socialist 
Republic. 

In developing his concept of revolutionary industrial unionism 
De Leon made clear that it “ embraced three domains, closely in- 
terdependent, and all three requisite to the whole . . . Form, Tac- 
tics, and Goal/' He explained that, if the reconstruction of society 
was to be achieved, all persons engaged in useful occupations must 
be gathered “ into ONE UNION, a Union co-extensive with the 
Nation's confines/' Within this comprehensive union the workers 
in each industry will be organized into separate constituent unions. 
Each industrial union will also have its local trade and shop 
branches, and all will be properly represented by their respective 
delegates to the governing body of the general industrial union. 
Workers will thus be so organized within each industry that should 
the capitalists try to prevent them from assuming power, “ they 
could laugh at all shut-down orders, and carry on production/' Un- 
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der this plan the political state will disappear altogether and be re- 
placed by the socialist industrial republic. “ Industrial Unionism is 
the Socialist Republic in the making; and the goal once achieved, 
the Industrial Union is the Socialist Republic in operation/' 

Under socialism industrial constituencies will replace geographi- 
cal ones. Thus instead of sending Representatives and Senators to 
Congress on a district and state basis, respectively, the people will 
elect representatives of various industries. These representatives 

would constitute the government, and that government would then own 
and control those instruments of production that civilization needs. 
. . . Their legislative work will not be the complicated one which a 
society of conflicting interests, such as capitalism, requires but the easy 
one which can be summed up in the statistics of wealth needed, the 
wealth producible, and the work required. 

De Leon did not formulate his theory of industrial unionism in 
a moment of inspiration; he developed it gradually in the light of 
Marxian principles and current social conditions. The formation of 
the Socialist Trade and Labor Alliance in 1895 was a ® rst step 
that direction. It was an effort to eliminate the unenlightened and 
grasping labor officials from union leadership and to provide work- 
ers with unions thoroughly imbued with the tactics of socialism. 
Members of the Socialist Labor party, animated by De Leon's vi- 
sion of an industrial union which would ultimately grow strong 
enough to establish the socialist republic, propagated the idea in 
shops and factories, at meetings and in their writings. But the result 
was inconsequential. The overwhelming majority of skilled workmen 
preferred the real, if meager, advantages of the strong craft union 
to the glowing promises of a feeble industrial union. The new faith- 
ful of the Alliance failed to gain new members at the expense of 
the American Federation of Labor. 

Yet the idea of industrial unionism was kept alive by those who 
perceived the weaknesses of craft unionism. The Knights of Labpr, 
the American Railway Union, and the Western Federation of Min- 
ers were crude but earnest efforts to unite large bodies of labor along 
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industrial rather than craft lines. During the early 1900'$ the issue of 
industrial unionization was assuming concrete form. While few 
of the progressive labor leaders who favored it either knew of or 
sympathized with Dc Leon's plan, many agreed that an industrial 
union comprising all workers in an entire industry would certainly 
be more effective than the loosely affiliated craft unions. Finally 
a number of the more radical of these men decided to meet in Chi- 
cago in order to discuss the ways and means of calling on “ the 
workers of the world " to organize industrially. The conference 
took place in January 1905, and those present drew up a manifesto 
which recognized the existence of the class struggle and invited 
labor representatives to an organizational meeting the following 
June. 

De Leon came to this convention as the head of the delegation 
sent by the Socialist Trade and Labor Alliance. Because the Alli- 
ance had a relatively small membership, it was given little recogni- 
tion by the sponsors of the conference. Yet De Leon's towering in- 
tellectual stature and his firm adherence to basic principles made 
him, in the words of Professor Paul F. Brissenden, “ probably the 
most striking figure of all ” at the sessions which helped to bring 
forth the lusty Industrial Workers of the World. Although he did 
not “ capture 99 the convention, he dominated its discussions and 
succeeded in getting the delegates to abandon the policy of “ bor- 
ing from within " and to include the political clause in the famous 
Preamble. This achievement was the more notable in view of the 
fact that the meetings were guided by such outstanding leaders as 
Eugene V. Debs and William D. Haywood. 

In the discussions of principles and tactics Debs sided with De 
Leon against Haywood. Thus at one point De Leon argued: “ You 
could not first take the men into the union under the false pre- 
tense that you were going to raise their wages, and afterwards in- 
doctrinate them. No, you have to indoctrinate them first , then bring 
them in." Haywood disagreed with this view and insisted “ that only 
through the actual class struggle can the working class get its edu- 
cation for the seizure of power." Debs, head of the Socialist party 
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and no friend of his socialist rival, stated his position on the ques- 
tion without equivocation: “ De Leon is sound on the question of 
trade unionism, and to that extent, whether I like him or not per- 
sonally, I am with him/’ 

The Industrial Workers of the World did not of course measure 
up to De Leon's concept of the revolutionary industrial union 
which was to destroy capitalism and usher in the socialist republic. 
But it was the bravest effort labor had yet made in that direction 
and he hoped for the best. On leaving Chicago he spoke in its behalf 
in a number of cities, and his address on the I.W.W. Preamble in 
Minneapolis, outlining the strategic course which organized labor 
must follow to assure final victory, was at once persuasive and posi- 
tive and later became one of his most popular pamphlets. He also 
devoted considerable space in the Daily and the Weekly People 
to the activities and prospects of the I.W.W. and urged his follow- 
ers to exert themselves to the utmost in its behalf. In the East, mem- 
bers of the Socialist Labor party became the most active workers in 
the I.W.W. locals. 

Dissenting voices began to be heard at I.W.W. meetings 
soon after the organization was launched. This was inevitable, be- 
cause the union was an amalgamation of members from such di- 
vergent factions as the Socialist Labor party, the Socialist party, 
anarcho-syndicalist groups, and conservative unionists. Although 
everyone tried to pull together at the outset, at the second annual 
convention the different cliques maneuvered for control. De Leon 
was present, and his insistence on strict adherence to the principles 
of the Preamble quickened the latent antagonism. Debs's abstention 
from the conference made De Leon's work all the more difficult and 
made him seem a trouble-maker. 

Haywood was at that time in the Boise, Idaho, jail, where he and 
two of his fellow labor leaders had been placed by state officials 
who, having illegally kidnapped them in Colorado, had charged 
them with the murder of former Governor Steunenberg. De Leon 
at once joined Debs and others in the campaign for their defense 
and wrote eneregtically and frequently in their behalf. When Hay- 
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wood, while in prison, was nominated for governor by the Colorado 
Socialist party, the Socialist Labor party endorsed him enthusiasti- 
cally — the first and only time that it favored the candidate of an- 
other party. When Haywood was finally freed and became a hero 
in the eyes of millions of workingmen, De Leon wrote to congratu- 
late him on his acquittal and expressed the hope that he would 
capitalize on his popularity and assume the leadership of American 
class-conscious labor. He even declared that the Socialist Labor 
party would gladly “ break ranks ” as soon as the I.W.W. organized 
its own political party. Haywood never acknowledged the letter. 
Loath to associate himself with the leader of a rival party, he dis- 
dained De Leon as a doctrinaire and fanatic. 

I was becoming more and more convinced [he wrote in his auto- 
biography] that the Socialist Labor party was so completely dominated 
by De Leon's prejudices that it could not lend strength to any move- 
ment with which, it became associated. Whether right or wrong, Dc 
Leon always insisted he was right. He made it impossible for any but 
his devotees to work with him. 

The third convention of the I.W.W. went off relatively 
smoothly. The anarchists' attempt to pass a resolution against the 
organization's political activities was defeated by a vote of 113 to 
15. De Leon spoke cogently and at length for the majority. But the 
anarchists refused to acquiesce in defeat. On leaving the convention 
they sought adherents among the syndicalists and socialists. By the 
time the fourth convention opened they had won over the mem- 
bers of the executive board and were on hand with a large delega- 
tion of the “ overall brigade " — self-styled “ bums " from the West. 
Completely in control of the meetings, these leaders refused to ad- 
mit De Leon and others as delegates and proceeded to repudiate 
the political clause of the Preamble. Another split became unavoid- 
able. The new majority embraced syndicalist “ bummery " and thus 
brought about their subsequent destruction during Wbrld War I; 
the ousted minority of De Leonites formed a new organization, the 
Workers International Industrial Union — which was in fact the 
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defunct Socialist Trade and Labor Alliance under a new name and 
which never gained enough members to affect the trend of the 
American labor movement. 

De Leon, disappointed but not discouraged, persisted in his pro- 
digious labors as editor and socialist propagandist. The quick dis- 
ruption of the first genuine industrial union, after twenty years of 
intensive effort, must no doubt have hurt him deeply. A master 
of self-discipline, however, he proceeded to write his daily edito- 
rials and to deliver his lectures with his wonted dialectical dexterity. 
He remained as certain as ever that the advent of the socialist re- 
public was only a matter of time. His rigorous adherence to Marx- 
ian principles drove him to denounce everyone in the party who 
appeared to veer from them. Among those to receive the sting of 
his condemnation were, as already mentioned, some of his most 
trusted lieutenants and his eldest son. To the end of his life he 
valued men only as the agents of ideas; once they ceased to repre- 
sent the ideas dear to him they seemed to him empty and worthless 
shells. 

Throughout his career as a socialist leader he knew poverty inti- 
mately. His salary as editor was small and frequently unpaid — a 
balance of about $3500 was subsequently paid to his widow — and 
he had to eke out his living by such extra work as the translation 
of books. Although he was never able to meet the needs of his fam- 
ily, he refused to write on socialistic topics for commercial periodi- 
cals. Yet he had a deep capacity for joyous living and found active 
contentment in his modest home and fond family. 

He died in May 1914, exactly twenty-five years after he had left 
the cloistered campus for a strenuous existence as an apostle of so- 
cialism. 

The worst that can be said against Daniel De Leon is that his 
mind functioned with such fanatical inflexibility as to blind him 
to the psychological complexities of human nature. He was so cer- 
tain he was right that he made no allowances for differences of 
opinion or altered conditions. Under his leadership the Socialist 
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Labor party became a sect adhering closely to abstract doctrines. Its 
rigid discipline and complete scorn for the sops required by unen- 
lightened workers stunted its growth and rendered it sterile. Unlike 
the man from Mars, on whom De Leon called to examine the con- 
tradictory nature of socialism on earth, he himself insisted on adjust- 
ing facts to theory and not otherwise. His emphasis on principles 
over men, combined with an irritating air of righteousness — as if 
Marx's mantle were his personal inheritance — earned him to clash 
with men of merit and subject the party to chronic discord and a 
series of schisms. Louis C. Fraina who, though driven from the 
party, wrote a warmly appreciative article on De Leon at the time 
of his death, declared that 44 his wrong judgments of men often led 
him to harsh measures, rousing unnecessary antagonism." Nor did 
his free use of sarcastic and offensive epithets mollify opposition. 

Yet this criticism gives but the negative aspect of his character 
and activity. From a positive standpoint he may be said to belong 
to the small but precious band of visionaries who are completely 
dedicated to an ideal and seek its realization with all their strength. 
In this country William Lloyd Garrison comes closest to De Leon 
in mind and temper. The name of the Abolitionist is revered in the 
North because circumstances favored his crusade against slavery. 
Although De Leon's cause.— the liberation of the mass of mankind 
from economic servitude — is at least equally noble in conception, 
and although he labored in its behalf with exceeding zeal, it failed 
to gain a following among the men it sought to benefit. American 
workmen, notwithstanding the great expansion of monopoly capi- 
talism and its power over the economy of the country, continued 
to regard themselves as men of free and equal stature and therefore 
failed to appreciate the doctrine of the class struggle. Ready enough 
to fight for their rights when the occasion demanded and eager to 
strike for concrete and immediate advantages such as shorter hours 
and higher wages, they refused to trouble their minds with abstract 
concepts or ultimate goals. Indoctrinated from childhood by the 
press, pulpit, and politics to favor the status quo, they recoiled from 
the thought of turning the social system of their fathers upside 
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down. It was easier for them to revile the idea of socialism as the 
subversive doctrine of foreign agitators. Because De Leon was the 
most extreme and most uncompromising of the socialists, his voice 
remained a cry in the wilderness. 

Nevertheless, fame may still snatch him from oblivion — despite 
the efforts of those socialists who, out of party pique, have either 
ignored or belittled him. For time is on his side. A man of broad 
culture and deep learning, he became the first outstanding inter- 
preter of Marxism. He had no sooner embraced socialism than he 
began to disengage the radical movement from German domination 
and adapt it to American conditions. His synthesis of the anthropo- 
logical conclusions of Lewis Henry Morgan with the economic doc- 
trines of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, if uncritical and no longer 
wholly acceptable, was in the i 890’s a positive contribution to the 
study of socialism. An even greater achievement, of course, was 
his theory of the revolutionary industrial union. As Fraina wrote: 

De Leon’s name was synonymous with revolutionary Socialism — that 
Socialism which rejects compromise, recognizes the social value of re- 
form but refuses to deal in reform, and considers revolutionary Indus- 
trial Unionism as the indispensable basis of Socialist political action and 
the revolutionary movement as a whole. De Leon saw clearly the im- 
pending menace of State Socialism, particularly within the Socialist 
movement, and his whole programme was an answer to that menace. 

His temperamental deficiencies, which his opponents exaggerated 
to the extent of impugning his intellectual integrity, manifested 
themselves only in his truly heroic effort to keep the socialist move- 
ment in line with Marxian principles. In this respect he asked for 
no quarter and gave none. His caustic attacks upon those who dif- 
fered with him must be explained in the light of his complete devo- 
tion to a cause which he held dearer than life and the success of 
which required complete unity and revolutionary discipline. 

Lenin's appreciation of the validity of De Leon's theory of in- 
dustrial unionism gives promise of similar approbation on the part 
of future leaders of social revolution. American union officials and 

[484] 



DANIEL DE LEON 


pragmatic socialists, perforce cautious and conservative, will prob- 
ably never cross the Pisgah heights overlooking the economic de- 
mocracy envisioned by De Leon. But social evolution tends in that 
direction — tardily and tortuously yet indubitably — and society 
may one day salute the dreamer who preached the ideal long before 
it was perceived by men of lesser vision. 



EUGENE VICTOR DEBS 

EVANGELICAL SOCIALIST 


J ames Whitcomb Riley, the Hoosier poet, expressed the senti- 
ment of millions of Americans when he wrote; “ God was feeling 
mighty good when he created ’Gene Debs, and He didn’t have 
anything else to do all day.” People needed only to meet the lanky 
labor leader to like him as their brother. He had, in Riley’s lines, 

As warm a heart as ever beat 
Betwixt here and the Judgment Seat. 

This love of his fellow men motivated Debs’s thought and activity 
throughout his life. It impelled him early to become a union organ- 
izer, a radical labor leader, a revolutionary socialist, an uncompro- 
mising pacifist. From first to last, however, he was simply and 
wholeheartedly the humanitarian eager to improve the lot of the 
mass of workers — the evangelist preaching the doctrine of eco- 
nomic and social equality. 

Eugene Debs was bone and flesh of Middlewestem America. He 
was bom in Terre Haute, Indiana, on November 5, 1855, the eldest 
son of a poor Alsatian grocer who loved good books and cherished 
the ideals of American liberty. From him Gene had early learned to 
appreciate the dignity of human labor, the goal of social and eco- 
nomic equality. Most people about him indeed exemplified these 
virtues and impressed him with their informality and friendliness. 
A reading of Victor Hugo and Voltaire, among the books on his 
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father's shelf, intensified his faith in the generally accepted prin- 
ciples of Jeffersonian democracy. 

At fourteen, upon graduation from grammar school, Gene found 
work in a local factory — scraping paint off old railway cars. “ 1 
worked there for a year,” he wrote later, “ and it almost killed me.” 
Chance made him a locomotive fireman at a dollar a day. He en- 
joyed the freedom and comradeship of his new position, and his tal- 
ent for friendship made him liked and respected by the older men. 
After three years, however, he gave up firing to please his mother; 
railroad accidents were frequent in those days and Mrs. Debs was 
too concerned for his safety to restrain her anxiety during his daily 
runs. Having studied bookkeeping during his evening leisure, he 
obtained work as a ledger clerk in a wholesale grocery establishment 
and remained there five years. 

The daily routine of his job was a mere chore to young Debs. His 
ambition soared into higher spheres of achievement. He became 
very economical with his time and, although he enjoyed being with 
friends, he devoted many of his free hours to reading and study. His 
talent for leadership was recognized in 1875 when he was elected 
president of the Occidental Literary Club, composed of young 
Hoosiers as hungry for cultural fare as he was. In that capacity he 
met and was befriended by Wendell Phillips, Robert G. Ingersoll, 
and other distinguished lecturers. He came to esteem all protago- 
nists of freedom, and Tom Paine, Patrick Henry, and John Brown 
ranked high among his heroes. As he had frequent occasion to speak 
in public, he tended to emulate the orators he admired. At first halt- 
ingly, but soon with effective fluency, he developed an eloquence 
which later made him one of the best platforrri speakers of his time. 
His oratorical style, at once poetic and passionate, fervent and gen- 
tle, held the attention of his hearers even when he assailed them 
with the barbs of his pointed thoughts. 

When he quit his job as fireman he did not cease to think of him- 
self as a railroad man. Early in 1875 he became a charter member 
and secretary of the Terre Haute lodge of the Brotherhood of Loco- 
motive Firemen. He also helped in the organizing of the brakemen 
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and switchmen. In all his activity he was motivated solely by the al- 
truistic belief that unionization would enable railroad workmen to 
obtain better working conditions. Although still in his early twen- 
ties, he took a prominent part in the work of his lodge. In 1877 he 
attended the Locomotive Firemen’s convention, at which he spoke 
against strikes and bloodshed and urged the members to behave as 
respectable men and get what they wanted by honorable means. 
Two years later, already assistant editor of the Locomotive Fire - 
men's Magazine , he declared in convention: “ Our organization be- 
lieves in arbitration. All differences should be settled in this way, 
for no good has ever or can ever come from resorting to violence and 
bloodshed.” Still later, speaking as one of the popular labor leaders 
of the Middle West, he asserted: “We are not engaged in any 
quarrel between capital and labor. ... All we ask is an honest 
day's wages for an honest day's work, and we are willing to be con- 
siderate and just.” It was not till after 1886, when his heart became 
hardened by repeated rebuffs from the railroad companies, that he 
justified the strike as a weapon of labor. 

Debs was elected City Clerk of Terre Haute in 1879 and was able 
to give up his job with the grocery firm. A year later he was urged to 
become secretary-treasurer and editor-in-chief of the Brotherhood of 
Locomotive Firemen, offices which he accepted in order to save the 
organization from the complete collapse towards which it had been 
drifting during the depression of the late 1870's. The heroic task 
before him excited his enthusiasm and he devoted himself to it with 
tireless energy and enterprise. Railroad firemen responded to his 
urging to join the Brotherhood and began to take pride in their 
membership. In much less time than anyone had expected he suc- 
ceeded in putting the union on a sound basis. Long afterwards he 
commented: “ I worked that year as I never worked before — it was 
slavery. For six years I knew no Sunday. I used my salary as City 
Clerk. I worked one year for nothing and paid out $800 for the 
Brotherhood.” 

In 1884 he was elected to the Indiana legislature on the Demo- 
cratic ticket, but the collusion and callousness of his fellow repre- 
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sentatives quickly disgusted him and he refused again to participate 
in politics. During his year of office he wooed and married Kather- 
ine Metzel, who became his lifelong and devoted companion and 
supporter. 

In the course of the i88o’s Debs learned from painful experience 
as a labor official that craft unions divided workmen against one 
another and thus weakened their bargaining powers with their em- 
ployers. As the railroads and other large corporations developed 
monopoly strength, it became necessary for their employees to 
make a united stand in order to obtain their due demands — and 
this they could not do as members of unco-operating craft unions. 
These unions, moreover, discouraged the organizing of the less 
skilled workers, thereby keeping hundreds of thousands of men out 
of the Brotherhoods. Speaking in 1905, long after he had left his 
union, Debs stated: 

I aver that the old form of trade unionism no longer meets the de- 
mands of the working class. I aver that the old trade union has not only 
fulfilled its mission and outlived its usefulness, but that it is now posi- 
tively reactionary, and is maintained, not in the interests of the workers 
who support it, but in the interests of the capitalist class who exploit 
the workers who support it. 

In later years he was to insist that “ the most important fact in all 
the world for workingmen to take cognizance of is the class strug- 
gle, ” but in the early 189C/S this theory had not yet percolated into 
his conscious thought. The industrial union was then his answer to 
the vexing problem of strengthening labor against capital. After 
long heart-searching — “ my conscience would not allow it ” — he 
decided to resign from the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen, 
which was paying him a salary of $4000, and to issue a call for the 
formation of the American Railway Union along industrial lines. 
“ It has been my life’s desire,” he stated in the announcement, “ to 
unify the railroad employees and to eliminate the aristocracy of 
labor which unfortunately exists and organize the workers so all will 
be on an equality.” He also promised that if he rose — his salary 
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as president began with $75 a month — “ it will be with the ranks, 
not from them/' So successful was his campaign that within a year 
the handful of charter members grew to 1 50,000. 

In April 1894, the Great Northern Railroad, controlled by “ em- 
pire-builder ” James J. Hill, announced a cut in wages. Times were 
hard and work scarce, but the employees rebelled at this latest 
effort to lower their standard of living, already at a mere subsistence 
level. Debs shared their resentment and agreed to call them out on 
strike. The response exceeded his best hopes. At the victory cele- 
bration he related: 

From the hour the strike commenced, the men were united; they 
stood shoulder to shoulder — engineers, firemen, brakemen, conductors, 
switchmen, even the trackmen and the freight handlers, who are gen- 
erally the first to suffer, stood up as one man and asserted their manhood. 
... As a result of this unification, this show of manliness and courage 
on the part of the employees, they gained 97)* per cent of what they 
claimed as their rights. 

Mr. Hill's frantic efforts to break the strike were in vain. Debs and 
his lieutenants managed not only to keep the workers away from 
their jobs but also to gain the sympathy of the general public. No 
blood was shed; no rioting or sabotage occurred. After eighteen 
days, Mr. Hill capitulated and the American Railway Union had 
won its first strike. Debs’s reputation as a labor leader spread across 
the land with telegraphic speed. 

Encouraged by this labor victory, the employees of the Pullman 
Company, many of whom were members of the American Railway 
Union, decided to strike against a wage cut of 25 percent and feudal 
living conditions. George Pullman, a ruthless and vindictive ex- 
ploiter of labor despite his humble beginnings, was outraged by 
this show of rebellion and refused to deal with the union. Not even 
the urging of leading citizens, including Marcus Hanna, caused 
him to change his mind. When the American Railway Union met 
in convention a month later, a delegation of the strikers presented 
their grievances in open meeting and asked for assistance. Their 
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minister, an idealistic young man, spoke so eloquently and depicted 
the wretched conditions in his parish so graphically that he infu- 
riated his auditors against Mr. Pullman. They began to clamor for 
a sympathy strike and voted for it even after Debs had advised them 
against it. Last-minute efforts at arbitration were balked by Mr. 
Pullman's adamant refusal to meet with his employees. By June 
28, three days after the railroad employees began their sympathetic 
strike against the moving of Pullman cars, 40,000 men had quit 
work and both passenger and freight service on lines west of Chi- 
cago was practically at a standstill. 

The railroad companies might have used pressure on Mr. Pull- 
man to force him to arbitrate; instead they insisted on keeping Pull- 
man cars attached to trains according to contract. They believed 
the strike was giving them an excellent opportunity to break the 
power of the American Railway Union and determined to make 
the most of it. Knowing that they could gain their end best under 
conditions of disorder and duress, they sought to provoke the 
strikers into acts of violence. Attorney-General Richard Olney, a 
former railroad attorney and trusted friend, assisted them in this 
chicane with the power vested in him by President Cleveland. His 
first move was to appoint Edwin Walker, another railroad attorney, 
to act for him in the Chicago courts in obtaining a blanket injunc- 
tion against the strikers under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act. He 
then requested the federal marshal to engage as many deputies as 
were needed for the protection of railroad property. According to 
the official report of the Federal Strike Commission, which made a 
thorough investigation of the strike, 3600 deputies “ were selected 
by and appointed at the request of the General Managers Associa- 
tion, and of its railroads. They were armed and paid by the rail- 
roads, and acted in the double capacity of railroad employees and 
United States officers." Debs described these deputies more color- 
fully, yet not inaccurately: 

An army of detectives, thugs and murderers were equipped with 
badge and beer and bludgeon and turned loose; old hulks of cars were 
fired; the alarm bells tolled; the people were terrified; the most startling 
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rumors were set afloat; the press volleyed and thundered, and over all 
the wires sped the news that Chicago's white throat was in the clutch of 
a red mob. 

This vandalism on the part of federal officers was made the excuse 
for sending federal troops into Chicago to restore order. Olney and 
his associates, bent on breaking the strike rather than on preserving 
law and order, had deliberately ignored the availability of the local 
police and the state militia — although Governor Altgeld held 
thousands of soldiers in readiness outside the city. It was not until 
the appearance of the federal troops had precipitated rioting and 
several deaths that the state militia was called in and quickly 
stopped the disorder. 

Several days later Debs and three other union officials were ar- 
rested for violation of the injunction and shortly thereafter they were 
arrested a second time for contempt of court. They were tried for 
conspiracy before the judge who had helped Walker with the draft- 
ing of the injunction. Deb's testimony before the jury was forth- 
right and impressive. After relating the events leading up to the 
strike, he declared: “ Never in my life have I broken the law or ad- 
vised others to do so." It soon became obvious to many in the court- 
room that the jury would favor the defendants — especially after 
Mr. Pullman had defied the court and fled from the state to avoid 
being questioned by Debs's attorneys. The evidence was indeed 
pointing to the guilt of the railroad managers, who had conspired 
to break the strike by all means at their disposal. At this juncture 
the judge announced that, owing to the illness of one of the jurors, 
he was adjourning the trial — indefinitely, as it turned out. There- 
upon he sentenced Debs to six months in jail for contempt of court 
and the other defendants to three months each. Some time later 
the United States Supreme Court affirmed this sentence by a 
unanimous vote. 

The arbitrary and questionable behavior of the court was con- 
demned by many outstanding liberals. The eminent Judge Lyman 
Trumbull declared: 
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The decision carried t# its logical conclusion means that any federal 
judge can imprison any citizen at his own will. If this be true, it is judi- 
cial despotism, pure and simple, whatever you may choose to call it. 

The government's own investigating commission likewise reproved 
the court, intimating that the judges had sentenced the strike 
leaders without troubling to ascertain their guilt. In its carefully 
detailed and documented report it concluded: 

There is no evidence before the commission that the officers of the 
American Railway Union at any time participated in or advised intim- 
idation, violence or destruction of property. 

It was not surprising therefore that Debs accused the government 
of collusion with the railroads — of helping them to break the strike 
after it had been practically won. On entering jail lie declared that 
he had “ no apologies to make nor regrets to express. . . . There 
is not a scrap of testimony to show that one of us violated any law 
whatsoever. If we are guilty of conspiracy, why are we punished 
for contempt? ” Nor was he considered guilty by the mass of 
workers. On his release from Woodstock prison in November 1895, 
he was greeted in Chicago by a crowd of over 100,000 admirers who 
cheered him as their hero. The Chicago Evening Press wrote the 
next day: 

Had he been the victorious soldier returned fresh from conquest in- 
stead of a convict liberated from prison, his welcome could not have 
been more spontaneous, enthusiastic, sympathetic. 

This extraordinary popularity made Debs a marked man in the 
eyes of the railroad managers. His efforts to revive the American 
Railway Union were met at every point by antagonism and intimi- 
dation. Railroad detectives followed him everywhere, and the men 
who dared see him or attend his meetings were fired forthwith. 
After more than a year of grim persistence he realized the futility 
of his effort and gave up. On June 18, 1897, he wound up the affairs 
of the defunct union and personally assumed its debts, amounting 
to $22,000 — which he paid in full sixteen years later out of fees 
for lectures on socialism. 
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Deplorable labor conditions in the decade after 1885 drove Debs 
slowly but inevitably towards an acceptance of socialism. Acutely 
sensitive to injustice and poverty — “ when I see suffering about 
me, I suffer myself ” — he grew more and more resentful at the 
increasing inequality about him. As a conscientious union leader he 
came in daily contact with labor grievances, unemployment, un- 
deserved misery, His faith in the efficacy of industrial organization 
gave him a quiet confidence — until he was suddenly confronted 
by the machinations and ruthlessness of the railroad companies in 
the Pullman strike. 

At this juncture there were delivered, from wholly unexpected quar- 
ters, a quick succession of blows that blinded me for an instant and then 
opened my eyes — and in the gleam of every bayonet and the flash of 
every rifle the class struggle was revealed. This was my first practical 
lesson in Socialism, though wholly unaware that it was called by that 
name. 

Some months later, testifying before the Federal Investigating 
Commission, he revealed familiarity with the basic doctrine of 
socialism when he declared; 44 1 believe in a co-operative common- 
wealth as a substitute for the wage system.” Subsequently, while 
in jail, he received and read a good many books and pamphlets 
dealing with social problems. Victor Berger, already a socialist 
leader, visited him and presented him with a copy of Marx's Capi- 
tal . The prison thus became Debs’s college. “ I began to read and 
think and dissect the anatomy of the system in which workingmen, 
however organized, could be shattered and battered and splintered 
at a single stroke.” By the time he left Woodstock he was a con- 
firmed socialist. 

In the political campaign of 1896 he favored Bryan because the 
radical Democratic platform came closest to his own demands and 
because he 44 believed that the triumph of Mr. Bryan and free 
silver would blunt the fangs of the money power.” After the elec- 
tion, however, he definitely turned toward socialism. His first move 
was to organize The Brotherhood of the Co-operative Common- 
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wealth — a utopian scheme of western colonization. The influence 
of more experienced socialists caused him to abandon the project 
and to form the party of Social Democracy. In a circular letter to 
his friends in the labor movement he wrote: 

The issue is Socialism versus Capitalism. I am for socialism because 
I am for humanity. We have been cursed with the reign of gold long 
enough. Money constitutes no proper basis of civilization. The time has 
come to regenerate society — we are on the eve of a universal change. 

The colonizers in the party broke away in 1898. Debs and those 
who remained with him then organized the Social Democratic 
party. Two years later the party was considerably strengthened by a 
union with the former members of the Socialist Labor party, who 
had revolted against Daniel De Leon's domination. In the national 
elections that year Debs was its nominee for President and polled 
nearly a hundred thousand votes. The following year the organiza- 
tion assumed its permanent name of Socialist party'. 

From this point till near the end of his life Debs remained the 
titular head of the party and was intimately identified with the 
American radical movement. He led the party’s ticket in the next 
three Presidential elections. His magnetic personality, effective 
oratory, and tireless energy combined to make him welcome even 
to those who continued to regard socialism with deep suspicion and 
to vote for the major parties. According to Upton Sinclair: u Debs’s 
meetings were extraordinary. The largest halls were engaged; admis- 
sion was charged to all meetings. Yet rain or shine the halls were 
packed.” In the 1908 campaign he and his ever-faithful brother 
Theodore toured the country in the 44 Red Special ” and remained 
on it for 65 days. Four years later, despite the confusion and divided 
loyalties resulting from the candidacies of Theodore Roosevelt and 
Woodrow Wilson, Debs polled close to a million votes. He begged 
off making a nationwide campaign in 1916, but four years later, 
while serving a long prison term in the Atlanta federal penitentiary, 
he accepted the Presidential nomination and once more received 
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nearly a million votes. In 1924, again at liberty but in poor health, 
he advised his socialist followers to join with the organized labor 
and liberal groups in backing the candidacy of the elder Senator 
La Follette. 

Debs rooted the doctrines of socialism deep in his heart. While 
not of a dogmatic or doctrinaire temperament, being in this respect 
the opposite of Daniel De Leon, he dedicated himself to his new 
social vision with a truly evangelical spirit. Uninterested in the dry 
bones of Marxist theory — being more the missionary than the 
metaphysician — he developed his vision of the socialist common- 
wealth in glowing perspective. For years on end, as a journalist and 
lecturer and political campaigner, he expounded his view of society 
with zeal and poetic appeal. 

In his lectures and writings he popularized the socialist doctrine 
that capitalism, while a necessary phase in social evolution, had out- 
lived its usefulness and had to give way to the socialist common- 
wealth. Ilis long and intimate familiarity with capitalistic practices 
enabled him to demonstrate concretely and persuasively that our 
economic system was shot through with parasitic corruption. 44 Cap- 
italism is inherently a criminal system for it is based upon the rob- 
bery of the working class and cornerstoned in its slavery/' Again 
and again he assured his attentive auditors that they produced all 
the wealth but received only a subsistence wage in return, while 
millionaire wastrels produced nothing and reveled in luxury. The 
remedy, he asserted, lay in the public ownership of the tools of 
production. 44 The working class alone made the tools; the working 
class alone can use them; and the working class must, therefore, 
own them ” He pointed out, however, that this condition could 
not be achieved by means of petty and piecemeal reforms; that no 
reform was genuine which did not aim at the abolition of capital- 
ism. 44 Government ownership of public utilities," he offered in 
illustration, 44 means nothing for labor under capitalistic ownership 
of government." 

In preaching socialism to American workers Debs affirmed that 
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its basic aim was n dt to reform current evils but to abolish the 
system that produced them — to make social revolution. 

Socialism is first of all a political movement of the working class, clearly 
defined and uncompromising, which aims at the overthrow of the pre- 
vailing capitalist system by securing control of the national government 
and by the exercise of the public powers, supplanting the existing capi- 
talist class government with a socialist administration — that is to say, 
changing a republic in name into a republic in fact. 

To those who feared that socialism would destroy the family, re- 
ligion, and private property, he offered assurances to the contrary: 
socialism, by abolishing the class struggle and exploitation, would 
increase the freedom and well-being of every individual. Thus, 
while “ eighty percent of the people of the United States have no 
property today/' socialism will provide “ all the private property 
necessary to house man, keep him in comfort and satisfy his wants." 
For socialism was merely that phase of civilization “ in which the 
collective people will own and operate the sources and means of 
wealth production, in which all will have equal right to work and 
all will co-operate together in producing wealth and all will enjoy 
all the fruit of their collective labor." 

In the lqoo's radicals reveled in talk of revolution, and the term 
became one of Debs’s readiest watchwords. In a May Day address 
in 1907 he declared: “The most heroic word in all languages is 
REVOLUTION. It thrills and vibrates; cheers and inspires. Ty- 
rants and timeservers fear it, but the oppressed hail it with joy." In 
the previous year, on learning of the illegal kidnapping of Moyer, 
Haywood, and Pettibone, officers of the Western Federation of 
Miners, and their arrest on the charge of having murdered former 
Governor Steunenberg of Idaho, he wrote an inflammatory front- 
page editorial in Appeal to Reason in which he warned the mine 
owners and the public officials serving them against the planned 
injustice. 

Nearly twenty years ago the capitalist tyrants put some innocent men 
to death for standing up for labor. They are now going to try it again. 
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Let them dare! There have been twenty years of revolutionary education, 
agitation and organization since the Haymarket tragedy, and if an 
attempt is made to repeat it, there will be a revolution and I will do all 
in my power to precipitate it. 

At the time he was strongly condemned by many editors and poli- 
ticians, and President Theodore Roosevelt referred to him scath- 
ingly as an “ undesirable citizen/' Debs disregarded these attacks 
and persisted in his encouragement of workers to stand up for their 
rights. In 1914, during the bloody miners' strike in Colorado, he 
urged labor unions to provide the strikers with the same kind of 
high powered rifles as the company gunmen used. “ Every district 
should purchase and equip and man enough Gatling and machine 
guns to match the equipment of Rockefeller's private army of assas- 
sins." 

For all his violent speech Debs was, like De Leon, a thoroughly 
peaceable man. Although he knew that capitalism could not be 
abolished without a revolution and was ready to precipitate it for 
the success of socialism, he usually shied away from all forms of 
violence. “ To the extent that the working class has power based 
upon class consciousness, force is unnecessary; to the extent that 
power is lacking, force can only result in harm." As a labor leader 
he never sought to provoke a strike and always tried to settle in- 
dustrial differences by negotiation and arbitration. And although 
he was one of the organizers of the Industrial Workers of the 
World, he was opposed to sabotage and fought the syndicalists 
within the union. 

Debs's faith in socialism strengthened his belief in industrial 
unionism. Like De Leon, he conceived of both movements as two 
aspects of the inevitable drive towards the overthrow of capitalism. 
“ There is but one hope," he stated, “ and that is the econonrtic and 
political solidarity of the working class; one revolutionary union, 
and one revolutionary party." To press this doctrine home he 
ignored the acjvice of fellow socialists and spoke out openly and 
unmistakably in favor of industrial unionization. Over and over he 
stressed this point of view before his audiences: 
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You have got to unite in the same labor union and in the same political 
party and strike and vote together , and the hour you do that, the world 
is yours. 

Almost from the beginning Debs found himself at odds with the 
parliamentarian socialists who maintained that the party must 
maintain a neutral position toward trade unions in order to gain 
adherents from all factions of labor. These intellectuals and dog- 
matists, while eager to capitalize on Debs’s popularity among the 
mass membership, feared his uncompromising attitude and revolu- 
tionary zeal and combined to keep him off the controlling execu- 
tive committee until near the end of his life. They saw to it also 
that he did not write the party platform on which he campaigned 
five times for the Presidency; nor was he ever chosen to represent 
the party at international socialist conferences. They praised him 
as their unrivaled mouthpiece, but they arrogated to themselves the 
power of policy-making. 

Debs was not unaware of his anomalous position within the 
Socialist party, but his deep devotion to the ideal of socialism kept 
him from making an issue of it. Only when principles were involved 
did he stand up and fight. He challenged the party functionaries, 
many of whom were receiving ample incomes as officials of trade 
unions, when they tried to stop his advocacy of industrial unionism. 
Indeed, lie strongly opposed any dealing with the corrupt and re- 
actionary craft unions. “ Not for all the vote of the American Fed- 
eration of Labor and its labor dividing and corruption breeding 
craft-unions should we compromise one jot of our revolutionary 
principles .” 

In 1911, when the Socialist party was achieving its fastest growth, 
Debs became deeply perturbed by the policy of compromise with 
which party organizers sought to gain new members. The influx 
of middle-class intellectuals troubled him particularly, as he doubted 
the genuineness of their conversion. Knowing that the^ executive 
committee would again insist on his heading the party ticket in the 
coming election, he wanted to make his position clear and definite. 

[499] 



CRITICS & CRUSADERS: THE SOCIALISTS 


In an article entitled “ The Danger Ahead ” he earnestly cautioned 
his fellow socialists not to seek votes at the cost of principles. 

To my mind the working-class character and the revolutionary integrity 
of the Socialist party are of first importance. All the votes of the people 
would do us no good if our party ceased to be a revolutionary party, or 
came to be incidentally so, while yielding more and more to the pres- 
sure to modify the principles and program of the party for the sake of 
swelling the vote and hastening the day of its expected triumph. 

He insisted that socialist propaganda must be forthright and fearless, 
aimed at those who logically should belong to the socialist move- 
ment and who could be won over by intelligent reasoning. He con- 
sequently urged the party to concentrate upon the ranks of labor. 
By helping workers to develop their economic powers through effi- 
cient industrial organization, he argued, it would gain their political 
support and thus achieve a solid foundation. 

This critical attitude he maintained till near the end of his life. 
As late as 1920, when asked to head the party's ticket from his cell 
in the Atlanta prison, he accepted only after again warning the 
leaders against compromise and opportunism. “ There is a tendency 
in the party to become a party of politicians instead of a party of 
workers. This policy must be checked, not encouraged. We are in 
politics not to get votes but to develop power to emancipate the 
working class." By that time, however, the politicians had taken the 
party too far along the road of expedience to prevent its disintegra- 
tion and decline. 

The outbreak of World War I in 1914 affected Debs with both 
sorrow and anger. A gentle humanitarian and a genuine interna- 
tionalist — “ I have no country to fight for; my country is the earth, 
and I am a citizen of the world ” — he regarded the carnage in 
Europe as the inexcusable folly of rival imperialisms in quest of 
markets for exploitation. Fearing that this country would be drawn 
into the conflict unless the people insisted on our remaining neu- 
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tral, he devoted all his*powers to the task of explaining to American 
workers the madness and cruelty of war. 

Capitalist wars for capitalist conquest and capitalist plunder must be 
fought by the capitalists themselves so far as I am concerned. ... No 
worker has any business to enlist in a capitalist class war or fight a capi- 
talist class battle. It is our duty to enlist in our own war and fight our 
own battles. 

He stated that he would rather go to jail or even face a firing squad 
than favor the warmongers with a single word of approval. Yet he 
made it clear that he was against the war not because he was a paci- 
fist but because he was a revolutionist. 

No, I am not opposed to all wars under all circumstances, and any 
declaration to the contrary would disqualify me as a revolutionist. When 
I say I am opposed to all wars I mean ruling-class war, for the ruling 
class is the only class that makes war. ... I am opposed to every war 
but one; I am for that war with heart and soul, and that is the world- 
wide war of social revolution. In that war I am prepared to fight in any 
way the ruling class may make it necessary, even to the barricades. That 
is where I stand and I believe the Socialist party stands, or ought to 
stand, on the question of war. 

When our armies began to march in 1917, the government pro- 
ceeded to crush all opposition to war with a mailed fist. Freedom 
of speech, of press, of assembly — these basic rights were scorned 
by officers of the law and the judiciary as if their exercise were a 
brash indulgence. As Professor Zechariah Chafee pointed out in 
Freedom of Speech : 

The great trouble with the most judicial construction of the Espio- 
nage Act is that this social interest has been ignored and free speech has 
been regarded as merely an individual interest, which must give way 
like other personal desires the moment it interferes with social interest 
in national safety. 

Debs, an intense libertarian, watched this outburst of intolerance 
with increasing resentment. He was determined to exercise his in- 
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alienable rights as an American citizen regardless of the conse- 
quences. 

They are trying to send us to prison for speaking our minds [he wrote]. 
Very well, let them. I tell you that if it had not been for men and women 
who in the past have had the moral courage to go to prison, we would 
still be in the jungles. 

When a number of his radical friends were imprisoned for saying 
what he believed, he felt he had no right to be free. After due de- 
liberation he decided to disregard the Espionage Act and speak his 
mind without restraint. 

His opportunity came in June 1918, when he addressed the Ohio 
state convention of the Socialist party at Canton. Having visited 
three imprisoned socialists on his way to the meeting, he began his 
speech with a eulogy of these men. For nearly two hours he dis- 
cussed the growth and purpose of the socialist movement, the in- 
justices perpetrated on friends of his for speaking their minds on 
the war, why wars were begun and who died in them, and the hope 
of labor in the Russian Revolution. He told his audience that capi- 
talist wars resulted only in losses so far as the people were con- 
cerned. “ The working class who make the sacrifices, who shed the 
blood, have never yet had a voice in declaring war. The ruling class 
has always made the war and made the peace/' 

Debs’s arrest followed. At the trial in September he permitted no 
witnesses to take the stand in his behalf and offered no defense. 
Nor did he deny any part of his speech. In his talk to the jury he 
maintained that he had said nothing wrong, that in opposing the 
war he was in the company of distinguished Americans who had 
opposed earlier wars, and that every statement he had made was 
borne out by President Wilson in his book, The New Freedom . 

From what you have heard in the address of counsel for the prosecu- 
tion you might naturally infer that I am an advocate of force and vio- 
lence. It is not true. I have never advocated violence in any form. I 
always believed in education, in intelligence, in enlightenment, and I 
have always made my appeal to the reason and to the conscience of the 
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people. ... I have been accused of obstructing the war. I admit it. 
Gentlemen, I abhor war. I would oppose war if I stood alone. ... I 
have sympathy with the suffering, struggling people everywhere. It does 
not make any difference under what flag they were bom, or where they 
live, I have sympathy with them all. I would, if I could, establish a 
social system that would embrace them all. 

The jury was duly instructed by the judge and soon reached a 
verdict of “ guilty as charged in the indictment/' Two days later 
Debs took advantage of the opportunity to address the court before 
being sentenced. 

Your honor [he began], years ago I recognized my kinship with all 
living beings, and I made up my mind that I was not one bit better 
than the meanest on earth. I said then, and I say now, that while there 
is a lower class, I am in it; while there is a criminal element, I am of 
it; while there is a soul in prison, I am not free. ... In the struggle 
— the unceasing struggle — between the toilers and producers and their 
exploiters, I have tried, as best I might, to serve those among whom I 
was born, with whom I expect to share my lot until the end of my days. 

He reiterated his opposition to a system in which a few control 
most of the wealth and the large masses of workers are kept at a low 
subsistence level. Such a system, he asserted, had to be replaced by 
a socialistic commonwealth. “ Let the people take heart and hope 
everywhere," he concluded, “ for the cross is bending, the midnight 
is passing, and joy cometh with the morning." 

The judge listened to him patiently, denounced those “who 
would strike the sword from the hand of this nation while she is 
engaged in defending herself against a foreign and brutal power," 
and sentenced Debs to serve ten years in prison. An appeal was at 
once made to the Supreme Court to invalidate this judgment. A 
half-year later — four months after the war had ceased — Justice 
Oliver Wendell Holmes delivered the opinion of the Court uphold- 
ing the conviction and sentence. He did not apply to this case his 
famous test of “ clear and present danger " which in similar cases 
was to cause him later to reverse himself. Debs was not surprised. 
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He accepted the verdict as in keeping with the character of the 
Court 44 as a ruling-class tribunal” 

Great issues are not decided by courts but by the people. I have no con- 
cern in what the coterie of begowned corporation lawyers in Washing- 
ton may decide in my case. The court of final resort is the people, and 
that court will be heard from in due time. 

In his sixty-fifth year and suffering from lumbago, Debs entered 
the West Virginia State Penitentiary at Moundsville ready to 
spend the remainder of his life behind prison bars. His outer ac- 
quiescence merely accentuated his boldness of spirit. “ I enter the 
prison doors a flaming revolutionist — my head erect, spirit un- 
tamed and my soul unconquerable.” This militancy expressed itself 
in his implicit faith in the Russian Revolution. He heartily sup- 
ported it 44 without reservation.” Although the subsequent blood- 
shed in Russia made his 44 heart ache to think of it,” he argued that 
“ during the transition period the revolution must protect itself ” 
and persisted in the belief that out of this violence would emerge 
the first socialist commonwealth. Later, however, he refused to leave 
the moribund Socialist party and join the communist faction which 
made Soviet Russia its chief interest. 

As a revolutionist he refused to accept any favors or special privi- 
leges from the prison warden. When he was transferred to Atlanta, 
where he was forbidden to receive the periodicals he had been in 
the habit of reading and where his health deteriorated, he rejected 
the offer of influential friends to intercede in his behalf. When 
some of his admirers petitioned the government for his pardon, he 
discountenanced their efforts. 44 To ask a pardon,” he explained, 
“ would be to confess guilt.” Nor would he accept an unconditional 
pardon 44 unless the same pardon were extended to every man and 
woman in prison under the Espionage Law.” His friends soon 
learned, moreover, that President Wilson, ill and embittered, was 
determined to keep Debs in prison as long as possible. To his secre- 
tary Joseph Tumulty he said: “ I will never consent to the pardon 
of this man. . , . This man was a traitor to his country, and he will 
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never be pardoned during my administration/' This was not the 
attitude of many enlightened Americans, of course, and even the 
conservative New York Times stated editorially in 1920 that “ Mr. 
Debs was convicted for making a socialist speech. No sane person 
considers him a criminal.” Nevertheless the old and ill radical re- 
mained in the Atlanta penitentiary until the day before Christmas 
1921, when he was released by easy-going President Harding. No 
pardon was given him, and his citizenship was never restored. 

Although Debs left Atlanta in poor health, he refused to take 
refuge in political retirement. There was so much to do! The plight 
of the socialist movement, broken by the government and bled by 
factional strife, stabbed him to the quick; the sufferings of the men 
and women who remained in prison because of their beliefs tugged 
at his conscience; the very thought of the prison system, which he 
regarded as “ essentially an institution for the punishment of the 
poor,” roused his fiery indignation. He declared optimistically that 
in many parts of the world socialism was on the march and that no 
amount of repression would prevent its ultimate triumph. In his 
articles on his prison experience as well as in his posthumously pub- 
lished book, W alls and Bars , he wrote with impassioned eloquence 
of his hatred of prisons and condemned “ the social system which 
makes the prison necessary by creating the victims who rot behind 
its ghastly wall.” 

Even his indomitable spirit, however, could not for long ignore 
the ravages of illness and old age. The years of incarceration had 
sapped his vitality. Sojourn in a sanatorium proved of little avail. 
Nor was his spirit strengthened by the bickering and bitterness 
within the radical movement. He died on October 20, 1926, in his 
seventy-first year. 

Eugene V. Debs, outstanding American radical, represented the 
socialistic aspect of the Jeffersonian spirit of democracy as truly as 
Henry D. Thoreau exemplified its individualistic strain. He was 
cradled in an atmosphere of freedom and equality. His radicalism, 
even as that of the Abolitionists and other nonconformists, origi- 
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nated in his love of mankind and hatred of oppression. That it 
took an economic rather than a religious or political turn was due 
mainly to the peculiar circumstances in which he found himself. 
He began to work in a factory at the age of fourteen, and came up 
against American industrialism during its first efforts at large-scale 
exjjansion when its ruthless oppression of labor could not but an- 
tagonize many employees and provoke periodic strikes and dis- 
order. Debs early became a union member as a matter of course. 
Experience taught him that craft-unionism was unable to cope with 
monopoly capitalism; that only the unionization of an entire indus- 
try would give the workers an adequate weapon against oppressive 
corporations. To this end he resigned his office in the firemen's 
union and organized the American Railway Uuion. His radicalism 
might not have progressed further if he had not been made the 
victim of the combined might of the federal government and the 
organized employers. But the injustice and chicane that destroyed 
the American Railway Union gave him an unforgettable lesson in 
the Marxian doctrine of the class struggle. His Jeffersonian sense of 
equality readily led him to embrace socialism as a means of estab- 
lishing economic democracy — which he perceived as the genuine 
basis for political democracy. 

Possessed of deep faith in the natural goodness of man and of a 
speaking voice that warmed the heart, he soon became the leading 
radical orator of his day. He began to propagate the gospel of social 
and economic equality among the masses of the people — for that 
was to him the essence of socialism. Professors Perlman and Taft 
have well characterized him in Volume Four of Commons's A 
History of Labor in the United States : 

Debs was the evangelist of socialism for more than a quarter of a cen- 
tury. He had no equal in arousing a labor audience to a high pitch of 
generous idealism. Through the genuine passion of his humanitarianism, 
he produced in his hearers the deepest emotion of self-forgetful soli- 
darity with all sufferers regardless of their race, nationality, or country. 



JOHN REED 

REBEL WTO REVOLUTIONARY 


J ohn Reed never quite lived down his early reputation as a play- 
boy. Even after he had become a thorough radical and willingly 
suffered ostracism, imprisonment, hunger, and death as a con- 
sequence, he continued to be regarded as “ the playboy of the 
Social Revolution.” Nor can it be denied that during his long ado- 
lescence he was a playboy and prankster, or that he ever lost his 
characteristic ebullience of spirit. Yet to stress this part of his per- 
sonality is to do him a grave injustice: it implies not only a mis- 
understanding of the inner working of his mind but also a disrespect 
for the idealism which led him to martyrdom. 

After an ailing and timid childhood, during which he “ fed on 
fantasy” and dreamt defiance, Reed entered adolescence with a 
surplus of physical energy. As a son of the frontier, he took natu- 
rally to horseplay and practical jokes as a means of gaining atten- 
tion. He was also, however, a budding poet and a warm admirer of 
his politically insurgent father, who was instrumental in exposing 
the land-grabbing of the lumber and railroad companies. In Port- 
land, Oregon, where John Reed was born in 1887, he belonged to 
one of the leading families; at Morristown School in New Jersey, 
which he entered at the age of sixteen, he was an outsider and on 
his own. Eager though he was for social approval, he simply could 
not conform to rules. The spirit of the pioneer — a yearning for 
complete freedom of action coupled with a craving for acceptance 
— moved him to seek success by accentuating his nonconformity. 
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His pranks and escapades, while exasperating to the authorities, 
made him a hero to his fellow students. He spent two happy years 
at Morristown. 

At Harvard, to which he went in 1906, he was for a time “ desper- 
ately lonely.” His persistent efforts to gain friends, to make teams, 
to join social clubs proved of little avail. He was made to feel that 
he did not belong, and he was snubbed by those who did. Hurt but 
determined, he engaged in activities open to outsiders. But the 
snubs rankled and roused in him the perverse impulse to shock 
and irritate the “ aristocrats.” Literary success, while then less pre- 
cious to him than social prestige, enabled him to spite and scoff 
at his detractors. His exuberance overflowed in all directions, and 
he soon became one of the student leaders of the college. Yet his 
ego continued to feel hurt and resentful. “ The more I met the 
college aristocrats, the more their cold, cruel stupidity repelled me. 
I began to pity them for their lack of imagination, and the narrow- 
ness of their glittering lives — clubs, athletics, society.” 

Although Reed was an indifferent student, he worked hard at 
the subjects that interested him and he was strongly influenced by 
Professor Charles Copeland. He wrote a great deal and composed 
the lyrics for the senior operetta. As cheer leader at the football 
games he shocked the conservative snubs by the excitement he gen- 
erated among the students. He was also a member and officer of 
several organizations and took an interest in the newly formed 
Socialist Club, of which Walter Lippmann was the leader. For 
.his boisterous effervescence contained a core of idealism — com- 
pounded of the pioneer's inchoate yearnings for freedom and equal- 
ity and justice — which differentiated him from the mere playboy. 

Eager to see the world, he decided to go abroad “ for a year's 
happy-go-lucky wandering.” He worked his way across the Atlantic 
as a “ bull-pusher ” on a cattle-boat, took walking tours over Eng- 
land and through parts of France and Spain, and wintered in Paris. 
What impressed him most about the French capital was its spirit 
of freedom. “ You cannot imagine such utter freedom,” he wrote 
to a friend. “ Freedom from every boundry, moral, religious, social.” 
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He soon tired of idling away his time, however, and decided to re- 
turn home “ to make a million and get married/' 

He was shocked to find his father in financial straits and to learn 
that his parents had gone into debt in order that he and his brother 
might live the life of a rich man's sons. He felt like a cad and de- 
cided to go at once to New York to look for work. Having met 
Lincoln Steffens while at Harvard and knowing him as a friend of 
his father, he went to him for advice and assistance. The older 
man, “ full of understanding, with the breath of the world clinging 
to him," gladly became Reed's friend and confidant. “ You can do 
anything you want to," was his assurance to the aspiring youth; 
“ and I believed him," Reed wrote later. At Steffcns's recommen- 
dation he was employed as a reader of manuscripts and proofs on 
The American Magazine. 

To the zestful youth New York was an enchanting city. His 
gargantuan curiosity kept him on a never-ending quest for local 
color. Every section of the metropolis drew him with its special 
allure. He wandered about the streets with hungry eyes and a quick 
sympathy. The haze of mystery and alien oddity suffused the squalor 
and shabbiness of the East Side and gave it a glamour which con- 
tinued to excite him for months on end. He was equally attracted 
by the splendor of Fifth Avenue, the strange dishes in “ wonderful 
obscure restaurants," the bohemian life about Washington Square, 
the gay extravagance of Broadway, the quality of pathos in girls on 
the streets, the vice and corruption practised in dark alleys and 
gaudy palaces. He went about with joy and wonder in his heart; the 
poet in him overflowed with images and metaphors . 44 In New York 
I first loved, and I first wrote of the things I saw, with a fierce joy of 
creation — and I knew at last that I could write." 

While time never quite rubbed off the glamour of the great city, 
he soon became aware of the misery that lay underneath. His ac- 
quaintance with radicals of all kinds widened his interest in social 
problems and gave him a clearer perspective of the working of 
capitalistic society. But he was no intellectual. Theories and ab- 
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stract principles seldom moved him to action; his sympathies were 
quickened by what he saw with his eyes rather than by what he 
perceived with his mind. 

On the whole ideas alone did not mean much to me. I had to see. In 
my rambles about the city I couldn't help but observe the ugliness of 
poverty and all its train of evils, the cruel inequality between the rich 
people who had too many motor cars and poor people who didn't have 
enough to eat. It didn't come to me from books that the workers pro- 
duced all the wealth of the world, which went to those who did not 
earn it. 

Meantime he had joined the Harvard Club and the Dutch Treat 
Club, a gathering place for many of the successful writers and 
artists, and got on a friendly footing with a large number of people 
of all sorts. He effervesced with energy and gay spirits and often 
indulged in pranks and acts of merriment. But he also spent the 
late hours of the night in writing poems and stories, some of which 
he published in leading magazines. Repeated rejection slips soon 
convinced him that, unlike many prosperous authors, he could 
not truckle to those in power; that, for all his eagerness for ac- 
ceptance and success, he could not write to order. 44 A real artist/' 
he insisted, “ goes on creating for art's sake whether he achieves 
publication or not." Indeed, a good share of his writing remains in 
manuscript. 

The death of his father in the summer of 1912 brought him back 
to Portland, where family matters kept him for three months. In 
a nostalgic mood he wrote The Day in Bohemia: or Life among the 
Artists , a merry, carefree, satirical set of verses on life in Greenwich 
Village. Many of his friends are depicted in jolly, well-turned lines. 
In page after page he appears as the zestful playboy, gamboling, 
parodying, mimicking, having a gay time thumbing his nose at the 
great and exaggerating the foibles and fancies of the 44 geniuses in 
Manhattan's Quartier Latin ." These verses were studded with nug- 
gets of fine poetry and enhanced Reed's reputation as a writer. 

Shortly after his return to New York he achieved similar success 
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with Every magazine, an Immorality Play , which he wrote and 
staged for the Dutch Treat Club. Again he was the ironic, irrev- 
erent, derisive, irresponsible playboy — but with a difference. For 
in the meantime he had been feeding on the wormwood of edito- 
rial rejection, and the anger of the irritated rebel broke through the 
poet's laughter. The fact was that he learned only after repeated 
failure to forgo his craving for popular success. When The Masses 
was launched as a radical monthly, he gladly gave it his best work 
— which the commercial periodicals wouldn't and couldn't use. In 
this magazine he could freely express his growing dissatisfaction 
with things as they were, and he remained intimately associated 
with it to the very end of his life. 

John Reed had his father's sympathy for the underdog, and his 
uneasy conscience turned his attention to current labor strikes. In- 
quiry into these social disturbances, he later declared, 

brought home to me hard the knowledge that the manufacturers get 
all they can out of labor, pay as little as they must, and permit the exist- 
ence of great masses of the miserable unemployed in order to keep 
wages down; that the forces of the State are on the side of property, 
against the propertyless. 

He ached to remedy this injustice, but did not know how. Mean- 
time the thought that his “ happiness was built on the misery of 
other people " kept him from acquiescing in the social status quo. 

Early in 1913 he learned of the silk weavers' strike in Paterson, 
New Jersey. Aroused by the refusal of the New York newspapers to 
report the strike and thus acquaint the public with the workers’ 
grievances, Reed and other sympathizers conceived the idea of 
bringing the strike to New York by means of a pageant in Madison 
Square Garden. In Paterson, where he went to meet the strikers, 
Reed was arrested for refusing to leave the vicinity of the factory 
and sentenced to twenty days in jail. News of his incarceration 
broke into the metropolitan press and he was released on the fifth 
day. But he was in the filthy and overcrowded prison long enough 
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to learn to admire the courage and class-consciousness of the ar- 
rested strikers and returned to New York determined to make a 
success of the pageant. He quit his job on The American Magazine 
and for three weeks he labored day and night in training a thousand 
strikers to sing and act out “ the wretchedness of their lives and the 
glory of their revolt.” No effort was spared to insure the effectiveness 
of the spectacle, and a good deal of money was spent on decora- 
tions and other materials. The newspapers and churches gave the 
undertaking considerable publicity, but much of it was unfavorable. 

Nearly all of the fifteen thousand who came to witness the pag- 
eant were poor workers unable to afford the higher-priced seats. In 
admitting them to the expensive sections the managing committee 
sustained an unexpected loss in receipts. The result was a deficit of 
some $1500 instead of a hoped-for profit. Regarded as a demon- 
stration of the agony and heroism of the strikers, however, the 
pageant was a phenomenal success. The performers were splendid in 
their presentation of the strike scenes, in their singing, and in their 
dignified and dramatic demeanor. The large audience joined them 
in the singing with a spontaneity and enthusiasm which excited 
even the callous reporters. Long after the event witnesses spoke of 
the pageant as the most memorable spectacle in their experience. 

Reed “went to pieces nervously” by the end of the evening. 
Mabel Dodge arranged for their early passage to Italy, she having 
meantime become his lover. They lived in the privacy of her villa 
and for weeks their passion for each other excluded the outside 
world from their consciousness. Yet Reed could not for long ignore 
the intermittent pricks of conscience. When he learned of the 
pageant’s deficit and of the failure of the strike, he felt like a cow- 
ard who had run away from a fight. He could not forget “ the ex- 
ultant men who had blithely defied the lawless brutality of the 
city government and gone to prison laughing and singing,” and it 
hurt him to think that they had finally to capitulate because he and 
others like him had failed to support them. Yet he had not the 
strength to break away. Only towards the end of the summer, while 
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recovering from diphtheria, was he able to heed his uneasy con- 
science and return to New York to face life again. 

For several months Reed floundered, feeling confused and dis- 
satisfied. He took the job of managing editor on The Masses, but he 
knew it was only a stopgap and looked for an opportunity to make 
full use of his talents as a writer. Much as he sympathized with the 
workers, he could not see his way to help them materially. Most of 
all he was troubled by his affair with Mabel. He loved her pas- 
sionately, but her overwhelming affection and jealous possessiveness 
made him feel like a prisoner. Finally there came a day when he had 
to run away pell-mell, leaving her the following note: “ Good-by, 
my darling. I cannot live with you. You smother me. You crush 
me. You want to kill my spirit. I’m going away to save myself. For- 
give me. I love you — I love you.” And although he soon returned, 
penitent and eager for reconciliation, the spell of their passion was 
broken and their intimacy gradually dissipated. 

Towards the end of 1913 Pancho Villa’s campaign in Mexico 
became front-page news and a number of seasoned reporters hur- 
ried to the border. At Steffens’s recommendation Carl Hovey, 
editor of The Metropolitan Magazine, asked John Reed to go to 
Mexico as a correspondent. The New York World likewise accred- 
ited him as its representative. Reed was delighted. It was his big 
chance and he knew it. While other reporters were satisfied to re- 
main at the border and feed on rumor and prejudice, he wanted to 
see for himself what the fighting was like — and about. Contemp- 
tuous of danger and hardship, he made his way into the heart of the 
revolution. He attached himself to the army of compafieros — the 
poor carefree peons who adored Villa and fought under him to free 
the land for the people. He found them “ wonderfully congenial ” 
and they accepted him without reserve. Villa at once attracted 
him. Reed perceived in the coarse and audacious Mexican a mod- 
ern Robin Hood, the friend of the peons, who was devoting his 
military talents to the destruction of their centuries-old oppressors. 
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It was characteristic of Reed to side with the rebel Villa rather 
than with the reformer Carranza — whom he had met and found 
indifferent to the needs of the peons. It angered him to hear Ameri- 
cans abuse Mexicans as serfs in need of a whip. 44 The most hum- 
ble peon/' he wrote in their defense, “ has a delicacy of tact and a 
quick intelligence that are not found among any class of any race 
that I know. There are no people I have seen who are so close to 
nature as these people are. They are just like their mud houses, just 
like their little crops of com." Indeed, he liked the pacificos and the 
companeros for the very things that irritated the conventional 
Americans. A peon's conception of freedom struck him as 

the only correct definition of Liberty — to do what I want to do! Ameri- 
cans quoted it to me triumphantly as an instance of Mexican irresponsi- 
bility. But I think it is a better definition than ours — Liberty is the 
right to do what the Courts want. 

Reed's Mexican articles and stories, written with intense sym- 
pathy and zest, quickly established him as an outstanding reporter. 
Some talked of him as the American Kipling. Walter Lippmann 
declared that Reed had 44 perfect eyes " and an unfailing memory; 
44 whenever his sympathies marched with the facts, Reed was su- 
perb." In article after article he wrote carefully of the men he met, 
the things they did, the places they occupied, the customs they prac- 
tised, the battles they fought — and every page possessed the color 
and clarity which gave his work the vivid reality of literary art. In- 
surgent Mexico , comprising this material, still impresses one with 
its vitality and verbal beauty. 

After four months in Mexico, Reed returned to work valiantly 
to counteract the agitation for intervention. His articles and inter- 
views were given attentive consideration by men of prominence in 
the government. He even called on President Wilson in order to 
tell him what he had found in Mexico. He argued that the struggle 
below the Rio Grande was 44 a fight primarily for land," that the 
peons needed land desperately, and that intervention would destroy 
the gains of the revolution. So incensed was he against the jingo 
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belligerence of American capitalists that he was ready to join the 
Mexicans in case of war. 

About the time of his return to New York the coal strike in Colo- 
rado flared into violence. A tent colony of strikers was attacked and 
burned to the ground by the state militia, causing the death of two 
women and nine children. Union members and public-spirited citi- 
zens all over the country denounced the outrage and sent money 
and ammunition to the embattled strikers. It was open class war, 
and both sides prepared for a last-ditch fight. The editors of The 
Metropolitan , eager to capitalize on Reed's popularity, sent him 
to Colorado to report the strike. The assignment was highly con- 
genial. He had not forgotten the unheroic ending of his part in the 
Paterson strike and he wished to make amends. After inspecting 
the pathetic remains of the destroyed colony, interviewing strikers 
and local witnesses, and listening to the callous and contumelious 
talk of public officials and leading citizens, he was surer than ever 
of the side he favored. Making expert use of official documents and 
reports, he wrote a factual and unequivocal indictment of the coal 
companies for ruthlessly exploiting their employees in the sordid 
quest of profits. The editors of The Metropolitan got more than 
they had bargained for, but they were then still liberal enough to 
publish the essay as it was written. 

The outbreak of World War I in 1914 made it inevitable for 
Reed to go to Europe as a correspondent. He had no stomach for 
the assignment. War as such did not interest him. He knew enough 
of the imperialistic background of the strife between German and 
British capitalists not to be fooled by newspaper propaganda. From 
his point of view, the war was “ a clash of traders." Much as he 
despised the mailed-fist tactics of the belligerent Prussian, he was 
nevertheless repelled by “ the raw hypocrisy of his armed foes, who 
shout for peace which their greed has rendered impossible." He 
was particularly provoked by those American editors wha were swal- 
lowing British propaganda whole and were tarring the Germans 
and painting nimbuses about the heads of the Allies. “ We must not 
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be duped by this editorial buncombe about Liberalism going forth 
to Holy War against Tyranny. This is not Our War/' 

In France he was not permitted to see the actual fighting. Nor 
did he find the people imbued with a martial spirit. Everything 
seemed confused, casual, commonplace. He was confronted by 
apathy rather than stoicism, by acquiescence instead of idealism; 
by the dull, mechanical drudgery of war. He found nothing of the 
spiritual glow which burns in a people fighting for freedom. 

In Europe I found none of the spontaneity, none of the idealism of the 
Mexican revolution. . . . Everything had halted but the engines of 
hate and destruction. 

London, which he also visited, dejected him. The patriotism which 
was aroused in the people by divers means and which manifested 
itself in a self-immolating zeal, he found at once “ magnificent and 
infinitely depressing/' In his article on England, which The Metro- 
politan never printed, he declared: "Do not be deceived by talk 
about democracy and liberty. This is not a crusade against mili- 
tarism but a scramble for spoils. This is not our war/' 

Later he went to Berlin and from there to the front near Lille. He 
noted the same docility and indifference among the German sol- 
diers as he had among the Allied troops. Neither seemed to be much 
disturbed by the inhuman slaughter about them. These impres- 
sions moved him to write analytically and critically and not with the 
vivacity and excitement which distinguished his Mexican articles. 
He knew that his editors were disappointed, but he could not bring 
himself to write the sort of colored and unrealistic reporting that 
filled the American newspapers and magazines. 

On his return to New York in January 1915, he was depressed 
to find most people accepting the Allied version as the true account 
of the war. In a lecture tour he tried to acquaint his auditors with 
the facts as he had seen them, but it was obvious that most of them 
were skeptical. When he met Theodore Roosevelt, his father's 
hero, in the office of The Metropolitan he quarreled with him on the 
subject of military preparedness. In The Masses he wrote: 
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I hate soldiers. I ha tc to see a man with a bayonet fixed on his rifle, 
who can order me off the street. I hate to belong to an organization 
that is proud of obeying a caste of superior beings, that is proud of kill- 
ing free ideas, so that it may more efficiently kill human beings in cold 
blood. . . . Military service plants in your body the germ of blind 
obedience, of blind irresponsibility. 

To keep his job with The Metropolitan he wrote such pieces as 
the ironic article on Billy Sunday, then in his heyday as a popular 
evangelist. He also composed stories based on his experiences in 
France and a play on American life which was never produced. 
Then, when not permitted by the French government to return to 
the Western Front, he and Boardman Robinson, the illustrator, set 
out to report the war in Eastern Europe. Their seven months in 
that region provided them with incidents and escapades to fill a 
book, The War in Eastern Europe , notable for its vivid character- 
ization, incisive interpretation, and broad sympathy. The two rovers 
saw very little of the fighting, but everywhere they came upon the 
ravages of war. Typhus was decimating Serbia. Refugees crowded 
the roads and cities. Rumors and intrigues and spying governed the 
lives of many people everywhere. Some of the soldiers they met had 
been fighting so long that they had forgotten the ways of peace. 
“ As we saw them they had settled down to war as a business, and 
had begun to adjust themselves to this new way of life and talk 
and think of other things.” 

Their fantastic excursion into Russia gave them a close view of 
the graft-ridden and caste-controlled army. They saw at first hand 
the terrible plight of the millions of soldiers who had to fight al- 
most bare-handed and suffer hunger, cold, and disease because of 
the incompetence and cupidity of their superior officers. 

Graft in Russia is on such a naively vast scale that it became almost 
grotesque. . . . Exposure after exposure revealed that the entire in- 
tendency was nothing but a mass of corruption; but the trail always led 
so far and so high that it had to be choked off. 

It was this experience that later quickened Reed's enthusiasm for 
the Russian Revolution. For he sympathized deeply with the com- 
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mon soldier and civilian; their simple courage and geniality under 
very trying conditions won his complete admiration. 

Russian ideas arc the most exhilarating. Russian thought the freest, Rus- 
sian art the most exuberant; Russian food and drink are to me the 
best, and Russians themselves are, perhaps, the most interesting human 
beings that exist. 

Reed came back to the United States late in 1915 and devoted 
himself to completing his articles on Eastern Europe. In Decem- 
ber he went to Portland to visit his mother. There he met and im- 
mediately fell in love with Louise Bryant. “ I think I have found 
Her at last/' he confided to a friend. “ She's wild, brave, and straight 
— and graceful and lovely to look at. ... I think she's the first 
person I ever loved without reservation." It did not matter to him 
that she was then the wife of another; it was enough that she re- 
turned his love. Not long after, he welcomed her ecstatically to his 
New York apartment; and their life together was intimate and in- 
tense, if not always harmonious, to the very end. 

Throughout the ensuing year Reed marked time. He was still with 
The Metropolitan and he also wrote for other magazines, but his 
heart was not in commercial writing. Interviewing such celebrities 
as William Jennings Bryan and Henry Ford and reporting politi- 
cal conventions seemed to him futile chores at a time when the 
nation was being snared into the vortex of war. For The Masses he 
wrote “ At the Throat of the Republic," an angry exposure of the 
groups backing the preparedness agitation. He also wrote against 
Mexican intervention and warned the country that war with Mex- 
ico would be very costly in the lives of American youths. In the 
Presidential campaign he joined Steffens and other liberals in urg- 
ing the people to vote for President Wilson as the man who would 
keep us out of war. Later he admitted apologetically that he had 
“ supported Wilson simply because Wall Street was against him." 

All this time he ached to devote himself to creative writing — 
novels and poems that he felt surging within him. Several times he 
actually began a novel, but he failed to proceed. He did write sev- 
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eral short lyrics, including “ Fog/' a fine and wistful description of 
the sensation of dying, but not the long poem that reverberated in 
his imagination. How was one to write fiction and verse with the 
world gone mad? At this time he was also physically sick. While in 
Serbia he had become seriously ill with a diseased kidney and had 
since then suffered several attacks. A summer in Provincetown pro- 
vided no relief, and he placed himself in the hands of a specialist — 
having beforehand legalized his union with Louise. The nephrec- 
tomy was successful and he left the hospital after a month. 

In January 1917, The Metropolitan announced that Reed was 
about to leave for China to “ hold up the mirror to this mysterious 
and romantic country.” Events, however, moved fast in those days, 
and the trip was prevented by America's entrance into the war. 
The Metropolitan no longer had any use for Reed, as his views on 
domestic affairs clashed with the new policy of the editors. Nor 
were other commercial periodicals interested in his writings. In 
need of a job, he accepted employment as a feature writer on the 
New York Mail , unaware that it was secretly subsidized by the 
German government. Although he could not always write as he 
wished, he was frequently given opportunities to express himself 
freely on topics that appealed to him. 

He made no secret of his keen opposition to the war. At a paci- 
fist meeting in Washington on the evening that President Wilson 
requested Congress to declare war on Germany, he was the only 
one to stand up and declare: “ This is not my war, and I will not 
support it.” To a Congressional committee in 1917 he said: “ I am 
not a peace-at-any-price man, or a thorough pacifist, but I would not 
serve in this war. You can shoot me if you want and try to draft 
me to fight — ” but he was not permitted to continue. His strongest 
attacks on the warmakers he published in The Masses. 

I know what war means. I have been with the armies of all belliger- 
ents except one, and I have seen men die, and go mad, and lie in hospi- 
tals suffering hell; but there is a worse thing than that. W&r means an 
ugly mob-madness, crucifying the truth-tellers, choking the artists, side- 
tracking reforms, revolutions, and the working of social forces. 
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During this period he read the writings 6f Marx and Engels in 
an effort to learn what had caused the failure of the socialists to 
stop the war. He thought harder than ever before in his life. He now 
felt himself wholly on the side of the workers — not merely as a 
sympathizer but as one of them. His Harvard friends shunned him 
on the street, and men all about him seemed seized with war-mad- 
ness, but he was determined to persist in the fight for a better world. 
To take stock of his life up to that time, as if in preparation for a 
new start, he wrote “ Almost Thirty,” a posthumously published 
essay of frank and discerning self-analysis whose conclusion was: 

The whole Great War is to me just a stoppage of the life and fer- 
ment of human evolution. I am waiting, waiting for it all to end, for 
life to resume so I can find my work. 

In another effort at striking a personal balance he published Tam- 
burlaine , a collection of poems “ chosen from among the best by- 
products of six happy and exciting years mainly devoted to other 
things than writing poetry.” 

When it became apparent that the revolution in Russia was not 
to be choked off midway, John and Louise Reed became very eager 
to be present at its logical culmination. Since they could take the 
trip only as correspondents, they began to interview editors for the 
assignment. Louise managed to interest a press syndicate, but John 
had become too notorious a radical to be of use to any commercial 
periodical. Finally friends of The Masses provided the necessary 
money and the couple left for Russia in August. A month later 
they reached Petrograd. Reed's exhilaration was intense. He was at 
once aware that events were moving rapidly towards a climax and 
he wrote to Boardman Robinson: 

Joy where there was gloom, and gloom where there was joy. We are 
in the middle of things and believe me it's thrilling. There is so much 
dramatic to write about that I don’t know where to begin. For color 
and terror and grandeur this makes Mexico look pale. 
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His life in Russia became one continuous round of excitement. 
He was completely in his element. The bold and unfaltering be- 
havior of the Petrograd workers renewed his faith in the reality 
of social revolution. After reflecting on the increasing cleavage be- 
tween those who favored the Soviets and those who opposed them, 
he confided to Robinson: “ I have so far learned one lesson, and 
that is that the working class and the employing class have nothing 
in common/' His thirst for information and his eagerness to see 
and hear everything of significance made him attend every impor- 
tant meeting, interview every leader who would talk to him, and 
note carefully every phase of the unfolding social drama. He made 
no secret of his sympathy for the Bolsheviki — - to the deep chagrin 
of the American ambassador — and was freely admitted to their 
headquarters in Smolny Institute. Nor was he a stranger in the 
offices and halls of the other contending factions, and with unflag- 
ging fascination he followed their feeble and futile efforts to stay 
the tide. 

Reed was elated when the Bolsheviki, activated by their deter- 
mined and dominating leader Lenin, struck for political power. He 
tried to be everywhere at once, and shuttled between the two op- 
posing forces in his wish to observe every move on both sides. He 
was being educated fast in the making of a revolution — by the only 
method he was able to assimilate: concrete action. When Lenin 
refused to compromise at a time when concession seemed inevitable, 
Reed was quicker to grasp his great generalship than many of the 
seasoned Bolsheviki. In an article in The Liberator (successor to 
The Masses) he summarized the lessons taught him by the revolu- 
tion: 

That in the last analysis the property-owning class is loyal only to its 
own property. That the property-owning class will never readily compro- 
mise with the working class. That the masses of the workers are not 
only capable of great dreams but have in them the power to make dreams 
come true. 

Aware that the revolution was shaking the whole world, he as- 
siduously collected data, figures, leaflets, newspapers, reports — 
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every scrap of documentary evidence which recorded the progress 
of the epochal event. He was determined to record the greatest 
social cataclysm in modem history so faithfully and factually as to 
preclude any hostile attempt at distortion. That he was successful 
in his undertaking became evident after the publication in 1919 of 
Ten Days That Shook the World — still the best one-volume ac- 
count of the Bolshevik Revolution. 

Once the Kerensky government was overthrown, Reed became 
impatient to return to the United States. He had learned of his 
indictment together with the other editors of The Masses, and he 
wanted to join them in facing trial. Even more important was his 
eagerness to tell his fellow Americans about the lessons of the so- 
cial revolution. Louise left on January 20, 1918, but he waited an- 
other two weeks in order to attend the third All-Russian Congress 
of Soviets. At Christiania he was held up by the refusal of the State 
Department to visa his passport. During the month and more that 
he had to wait until his friends in the United States succeeded in 
getting him on his way again, he busied himself doing odd jobs for 
local newspapers. He also began the first draft of a book on the 
revolution, and composed most of the long poem, 44 America, 1918/' 
In these warm and vivid verses he, the persecuted social rebel, 
poured forth his deep and abiding love of his native land and his 
joyous pride in its pulsating and multifarious metropolis. “ Dear 
and familiar and ever new to me is the city / as the body of my 
lover. . . .” But the nation which he now perceived across the sea, 
the war-mad and intolerant nation — 44 Girt with steel, hard-glit- 
tering with power 99 — which was refusing him entrance, her he lost 
and loved no more. 

Reed reached New York late in April. The first trial of the Masses 
editors had ended in a hung jury the day before his arrival. Still 
under indictment, however, he was interrogated by government 
agents for eight hours before he was permitted to land and obtain 
bail for his release. All his papers were confiscated and kept for 
months despite his anxious efforts to get them back, and he was 
thereby prevented from writing his book on the revolution. But if 
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he could not record it formally, he could discuss it orally on the 
lecture platform. This he did with enthusiasm in a series of meet- 
ings that took him as far as the Middle West. In Philadelphia the 
police closed the hall and he was arrested merely for approaching it; 
in other cities he was threatened with violence; but he persevered in 
conveying his dramatic message to thousands of interested listeners. 

In vain were his efforts to get commercial magazines to publish 
his articles on what he regarded as the most momentous story he 
had ever had to tell. Editors who had competed for his work only 
two years previously now scorned even to see him. The Liberator 
was of course open to him, and there he published his exciting ac- 
counts of revolutionary Russia. There, too, he reported the Chicago 
mass trial of the I.W.W. By this time he had become so indignant 
at the ruthless persecution of radicals that he dealt harshly with 
those of his comrades who counseled prudence, and he resigned 
from the editorial board of The Liberator because he could not bring 
himself to accept responsibility “ for a magazine which exists on the 
sufferance of Mr. Burleson ” — the Postmaster General. When the 
Allies intervened in Russia, he protested vehemently in public meet- 
ing and was promptly arrested. u If people/' he insisted, “ are to be 
imprisoned for protesting against intervention in Russia or for de- 
fending the workers' republic in Russia, I shall be proud and happy 
to go to jail." He was the playboy no longer. 

At the second Masses trial Reed admitted freely that he was 
opposed to the war and that he was a socialist; but he was less can- 
did, though technically correct, when he denied opposing the re- 
cruitment of military forces. Again the jury disagreed, obviously 
unwilling to convict old-line and well-educated Americans for their 
radical views. The two other indictments against Reed came to a 
similar end during the following year. 

The government having at last returned his confiscated papers, 
he began to work furiously on the story of the Bolshevik Revolu- 
tion. Fortified with many documents, newspapers, and his copious 
notes, he wrote the book anew. Admittedly a partisan in the strug- 
gle for Bolshevik control, he “ tried to see events with the eye of a 
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conscientious reporter, interested in setting down the truth,” yet 
eager to forge the truth into a weapon against the enemies of Russia. 
Ten Days That Shook the World was published early in 1919 and 
at once gained acceptance as a work of exceptional merit. Even the 
enemies of Bolshevism were unable to impugn its historical verac- 
ity; those who sympathized with Russia hailed it as a powerful in- 
strument against reaction. The volume sold widely, and its longev- 
ity in a popular edition speaks well for its superiority over similar 
accounts. Lenin warmly approved of the book and wrote in a fore- 
word: 

Unreservedly do I recommend it to the workers of the world. Here 
is a book which I should like to sec in millions of copies and translated 
into all languages. It gives a truthful and most vivid exposition of the 
events so significant to the comprehension of what really is the Prole- 
tarian Revolution and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat. 

In Russia alone the volume has sold into the millions, and its pop- 
ularity in numerous other translations was equally extraordinary. 

With this writing done, Reed again plunged into radical activity. 
He hoped and at times even believed that a revolution was immi- 
nent in the United States — the strongest citadel of capitalism. 
When he was not championing the Soviets, he was busy strengthen- 
ing the American radical movement. Vehemently opposed to the 
conservative socialists who argued that “ Socialism is really Jef- 
fersonian democracy,” he sought to bring all radicals together on 
the platform of social revolution. He worked daily far into the 
night, lecturing, debating, writing and editing for left-wing jour- 
nals. Never before so busy or so serious, he resented Upton Sin- 
clair's reference to him as “ the playboy of the Social Revolution.” 
He knew only too well that revolution was a grave and dangerous 
undertaking. 

After months of sparring and maneuvering for advantage, all the 
radical factions met in Chicago at the end of August 1919 for the 
final showdown. The foreign groups began at once to form a sep- 
arate Communist party. Reed and his fellow American left-wingers 
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tried at first to obtain control of the Socialist party; ousted by the 
conservatives with the aid of the police and unable to get together 
with the foreign faction, the Left Wing proceeded to organize the 
Communist Labor party. Throughout the convention Reed worked 
diplomatically between meetings and fought for his revolutionary 
program from the floor. 

Late in September he left for Russia as the international delegate 
of the new party to the meeting of the Communist International. 
Unable to get a passport, he worked his way to Christiania as a 
stoker. In “ White ” Finland he had to remain several weeks in 
hiding before the radical underground was able to smuggle him to 
the Russian border. After an absence of nearly two years he was dis- 
tressed to find the people suffering grievously from cold, hunger, and 
disease. Exposed to the chaos and exhaustion of a crushing war 
and a social revolution, blockaded and invaded by foreign forces 
and tom by civil war, they were enduring terrible hardships. Reed 
was deeply moved by the heroism and sacrifice which enabled them 
to achieve a measure of social progress despite these overwhelming 
odds. He felt that the least he could do was to refuse the privileges 
accorded to him as a distinguished guest and to share the common 
physical hardship. After finishing some articles suggested to him 
by Lenin and others, he went about the country to see for 
himself what was happening on the farms and in the cities, 
and described his observations in poignant yet sanguine reports to 
The Liberator . 

When he learned about his indictment as an organizer of the 
suppressed Communist Labor party, he decided to return to the 
United States to stand trial — disregarding warnings that he faced 
certain conviction. Early in March 1920 he was arrested in Finland 
and placed in solitary confinement. News of his incarceration did 
not reach his friends for more than a month. Their frantic efforts 
to obtain his release were thwarted by an inimical State Depart- 
ment. Finally the Russian government offered two Finnish prison- 
ers in exchange and Reed was released in June. On his return to 
Petrograd he was suffering grievously from severe malnutrition: his 
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arms and legs were swollen, his body was covered with sores, 
and his gums were soft from scurvy. Nursed solicitously by Emma 
Goldman, who had recently reached Russia after her deportation 
from the United States, he recuperated slowly. 

He was still far from well when he began, as a member of the 
executive committee, to busy himself with preparations for the 
second congress of the Communist International. At the sessions 
he was appointed to the committees on trade unions and minor 
nationalities. He was actively interested in the problem of dual 
unionism, and he made a speech on the position of the Negro in 
the United States. Although he failed to have his way on the sub- 
ject of unionism, he was re-elected to the powerful executive com- 
mittee. 

A few weeks later he and several other leaders of the Communist 
International went to Baku to attend the Congress of Oriental 
Nations. Before leaving he had learned that Louise was about to 
reach Russia, but he felt it his duty to go. At one of the meetings 
he spoke against American imperialism. 44 Don't trust American 
capitalists. There is but one road to freedom. Unite with the Russian 
workers and peasants/' When he returned to Moscow, Louise 
44 found him older and sadder and grown strangely gentle and es- 
thetic. His clothes were just rags. He was so impressed with the suf- 
fering around him that he would take nothing for himself/' For a 
week they enjoyed themselves examining the recent changes in the 
city, visiting leading officials, attending the opera. Then he became 
ill.- He had taken no precaution against disease and now refused to 
believe he was in any danger. But his condition grew worse and the 
doctors found him sick with typhus. On Lenin's order he was im- 
mediately removed to the best hospital in Moscow and placed under 
the care of eminent physicians. But the embargo was still in effect 
and proper medicines were unobtainable. For more than two weeks 
Reed fought bravely and with all his strength; but the dread dis- 
ease ravaged his body and finally he died on October 17, 1920. His 
friend Robert Hallowell, whose portrait of Reed now hangs in one 
of Harvard's halls, asserted: 44 His end might have been different if 
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our State Department had not refused to allow medical supplies to 
go to Russia/' 

For a week the body lay in state in the Labor Temple, guarded 
by soldiers of the Red Guard and honored by thousands of Rus- 
sians as a hero. A large crowd of workers paid homage to him in the 
Red Square, and a band played solemn music. The grave was dug 
by the Kremlin wall, where the “ holiest of Russia ” lie buried, and 
a number of leaders who knew him well spoke of his work and his 
martyrdom. 

John Reed was essentially a poet, endowed with acute insight 
and quickened sympathy. He was also a rebel with an excess of 
physical exuberance; a Westerner scornful of the class-bound East 
and yet resentful of its unwarranted snobbery. In adolescence he 
found release in a kind of frontier humor: a clowning suffused with 
defiance. Contact with the variegated life of New York, and his 
Paterson experience in particular, served to direct his rebellious- 
ness against social and economic inequality. The peons in Mexico 
strengthened his attachment to the poor everywhere, and the cold, 
cruel mass-murder on the war fronts excited his anger against the 
capitalist class responsible for it. In the process he developed a 
fierce love of freedom, a strong hatred of oppression, a keen yearn- 
ing for a society of free men. When the Russian Revolution reached 
its climax and the Soviets gained control of the government, he 
sensed a strong affinity with Bolshevism and embraced it. In work- 
ing for the social revolution he was living the great poem that he 
had not the time to write. In dying for it he became a legend and 
an inspiration to those who followed after him and who also felt 
the fire of freedom in their hearts. 


[5*7] 




A FINAL NOTE 


T he critics and crusaders discussed in this book have, for all 
their obvious differences, the common quality of radicalism. 
A radical may be many things and he may be moved by com- 
plex motives, but in the last analysis he is an idealist who feels im- 
pelled to right existing wrongs. His rebelliousness may be a form 
of compensation for suffering from authority or poverty, from 
thwarted ambition or personal maladjustment. But while others 
who are similarly conditioned, yet lack the noble impulse, become 
gangsters or millionaires, clowns or cranks, the radical is driven by 
a messianic urge to remake the world. 

There have always been radicals because society has never been 
free of inequality and oppression. The majority of men, like Cain, 
are averse to becoming their brothers’ keepers; the small band of 
critics and crusaders, however, emulate Moses in their zeal to deliver 
their brethren from bondage. They are quick to become indignant 
at the shortcomings of society and they try to rectify them in ways 
congenial to their time and culture. From the very beginning of 
communal life these radicals have held the minor up to mankind 
and pointed to the obvious blemishes. 

In a very real sense the United States was conceived and firmly 
established by the radicals of 1776. It was Samuel Adams and 
Thomas Jefferson and many others like them who risked their lib- 
erty, if not their lives, in their efforts to overthrow British rule and 
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unite the colonies into a nation dedicated to the ideals of the Dec- 
laration of Independence. Because Jefferson most eloquently ex- 
pressed the principles of freedom and equality — ideals consonant 
with the demands of the prevailing handicraft civilization — he 
became the patron saint of the radicals who came after him. From 
his time to ours many Americans have found inspiration in the doc- 
trines of Jeffersonian democracy and have fought for them on the 
platform, in the polling booth, and on the battlefield. It was a con- 
tinuous struggle because new wrongs always rose, phoenixlike, out 
of the ashes of old iniquities; yet these idealists, now few and inef- 
fectual and now numerous and strong, were ever ready to battle for 
the rights of the poor and the oppressed. 

Probably no other wrong in the life of the American republic 
generated so much altruism and exaltation as Negro slavery. Al- 
though the Abolitionists were in a sense the apostles of an emerging 
industrialism, they were even more — at least individually and con- 
sciously — ■ the exponents of a democratic ethics. They believed lit- 
erally that God made all men free and equal and they could not 
abide the thought that millions of human beings were living in 
bondage. They insisted on proclaiming their ideal of freedom with 
a forcefulness that in the end made it irresistible. 

The Abolitionists, like other groups of radicals, were not of one 
mind. Among them were a number of wealthy men who opposed 
slavery on moral grounds but who were staid conservatives in every- 
thing else. The majority might be classed with their leader Gar- 
rison: they were genuine democrats who loved liberty and suspected 
authority; who revered God and challenged orthodoxy; who abom- 
inated chattel slavery in the South and failed to recognize the eco- 
nomic oppression of their neighbors who worked in mills and fac- 
tories. Their radicalism ended with the adoption of the Thirteenth 
Amendment. Only a few followed Wendell Phillips in the new 
crusade against industrial exploitation. 

After the Civil War the struggle for economic justice brought 
about a new realignment of forces: it was no longer Southerners 
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against Northerners but the mass of the people against the powerful 
corporations. The latter were taking full advantage of the prevail- 
ing laissez-faire doctrine and were greedily exploiting an almost vir- 
gin continent. In their efforts to get rich quick the financiers and 
managers of the large companies oppressed their workers in the 
factory and their customers on the farm; in their eagerness to obtain 
special privileges they corrupted the agencies of government by 
means of lobbying and bribery. 

Radicals and humanitarians readily took up the cause of eco- 
nomic justice. The fight was long and yielded meager reforms. The 
reason is twofold. The nature of economic democracy directly af- 
fects the very life of modern capitalism, since it implies limitations 
upon the freedom of enterprise that must ultimately dry up the 
source of the profit motive. Up to the depression of the 1930’s busi- 
nessmen, riding the crest of industrial development, had little diffi- 
culty in brushing aside the attempts to impede their progress. The 
reformers, moreover, either unaware of the logic of their economic 
doctrine or yielding to wishful thinking on the effectiveness of pal- 
liatives, pursued an obsolescent social philosophy and attacked the 
symptoms rather than the causes of industrial exploitation. Thus 
they fought for monetary reforms, for honesty in government, for 
free land, for free trade, for this law and that. Their agitation, how- 
ever, failed to check the evils of an agressive capitalism. Corpora- 
tions continued to grow larger, stronger, and more monopolistic. 

The complexity of human nature made it inevitable for the critics 
of the economic status quo to take divergent paths in their eager- 
ness to reach the goal of social democracy. Although the Utopians 
spent most of their idealism on experiments with Fourieristic pha- 
lanxes and perfect communities, not a few continued to dream of 
a paradise on earth. Edward Bellamy conceived his idealized soci- 
ety within the framework of a socialistic economy. When Looking 
Backward won a large number of eager followers, Bellamy devoted 
himself to the movement he had initiated with an enthusiasm that 
quickly exhausted his meager strength. The Nationalist party dis- 
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integrated after a few years, but the book which had brought it into 
being continues to contribute to the agitation for economic 
equality. 

Equally utopian but emphatically individualistic were the early 
anarchists. They believed that all social wrongs were rooted in gov- 
ernmental authority and that the remedy lay in the curbing of this 
authority. Let each man live as he wished and permit no man to 
rule over his fellows — and society will function freely, harmoni- 
ously, and advantageously. Thoreau had the vision and the courage 
to demonstrate the feasibility of the anarchistic way of life. For 
more than a quarter of a century Benjamin Tuckers Liberty advo- 
cated the philosophy of individualist anarchism with a gusto that 
made it stand out among the periodicals of the day. In the i88o's 
other libertarians, recognizing the cogency of industrial interde- 
pendence, advanced a theory of communism which eschewed all 
centralized authority. Their strong attacks upon capitalistic exploi- 
tation and their ominous “ propaganda of the deed ” subjected 
them to severe persecution and made the term “ anarchism ” syn- 
onymous with violence and criminality. Nevertheless they persisted 
in holding high the ideal of freedom from restraint and in fighting 
for the rights of the oppressed. 

Although American economists have not especially distinguished 
themselves either for originality of thought or for radical ideas, 
several of them have contributed notably to a realistic understand- 
ing of modern economic society. Confronted by conditions which 
did not square with established theory, these few dissidents evolved 
principles more consonant with the facts as they found them. Their 
ideas influenced the thinking of many liberals in and out of gov- 
ernment service and thereby contributed considerably to social 
progress. Thus Henry George's economic agitation, which sought 
to abolish poverty by stopping the private exploitation of land, for 
a time assumed the character of a crusade. Brooks Adams, having 
studied the nature and history of Western civilization, pointed out 
that the greed and blind selfishness of big business were driving 
the United States to the abyss of revolution. Thorstein Veblen’s 
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writings tore the uncferpinnings from classical economics and dem- 
onstrated the obsolescence of the principles supporting the system 
of capitalism. Although his books had few readers, there were 
among them those who gave force and direction to our current eco- 
nomic thinking. 

The post-Civil War liberals were Jeffersonian idealists. Suspect- 
ing bigness and great wealth and provoked by the get-and-grab 
methods of the aggressive corporations, they saw the country de- 
spoiled of its wealth, the nation robbed of its birthright, and the 
farmers and laborers deprived of their just share. They worked hard 
to right these wrongs, but their proposed reforms went against the 
tide of capitalistic development. For a time their spirited agitation 
could put only an occasional brake upon the aggrandizement of 
the powerful monopolies or expose the misfeasance of men in office. 
Nevertheless, the attacks upon special privileges and corrupt gov- 
ernment made by Henry D. Lloyd and John Peter Altgeld in the 
1890’s and by Robert M. La Follette, the muckrakers and the Pro- 
gressives after the turn of the century prepared the way for the 
triumphant New Dealers in the 1930’s. In the course of this long 
struggle for social justice, however, radically altered economic con- 
ditions forced the liberals to reject the Jeffersonian tenet of a weak 
government and embrace the contrary principle advocated by Alex- 
ander Hamilton. They found that only a strong central government 
was in a position to cope with the capitalist leviathan and safeguard 
the rights of the mass of the people. 

The Marxian socialists have been the most persistent and the 
most radical critics of the status quo. Their agitation proved inef- 
fective because their basic principles of the class struggle and the co- 
operative commonwealth seemed both pernicious and preposterous 
to a people imbued with the rightness of the laissez-faire doc- 
trine. Few were ready to scrap a system that enabled a poor man to 
become a millionaire through his own efforts. For many years, there- 
fore, the socialists received the same treatment as the early Aboli- 
tionists: they were either Scorned or ignored. After 1900 the wide- 
spread social consciousness generated by the muckrakers served to 
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give all radicals a favorable hearing. But the success of the Russian 
Revolution and the after-effects of World War I gave Marxism a 
frightening immediacy. The resulting hysteria drove most of the 
socialists into the underground camp of the communists — the 
faction that had joined the Third International. Relatively few in 
number and frequently treated like traitors and outcasts, these rad- 
icals nevertheless took a leading part in the struggle for social justice. 

Notwithstanding their theoretical confusion and wide practical 
divergence, the various groups opposing the status quo have achieved 
notable success in their work to strengthen the democratic base of 
the American people. One need only recall the grievous conditions 
existing long after the Civil War — when men labored twelve hours 
a day for subsistence wages, working conditions were brutal and 
unsafe, trade unions were few and ineffective, social protection was 
unknown, farmers were at the mercy of the bankers and the rail- 
roads, and corporations practised fraud and chicane at will — to 
realize that the sum of social legislation enacted in recent years is 
of a truly revolutionary character. It is at least partly due to the agi- 
tation of these critics and crusaders that the American people are 
at present enjoying a combination of political freedom and eco- 
nomic well-being which is the envy of the world. 

What of the future? To consider this question is to deal with 
conditions that differ fundamentally from those that confronted 
the radicals of the previous century. Before the 1930’s men of wealth 
wfcre firmly in the saddle. They enjoyed the privileges and powers 
bestowed upon them by a government functioning under a laissez- 
faire interpretation of the Constitution. For many decades judges 
upheld the farce of equality under the law, which presumed a day 
laborer to be as free and independent as his multimillionaire em- 
ployer. When state legislatures and the Congress, besieged by bur- 
dened workers and farmers, agreed to rectify the egregiously bad 
practices of the corporations, the courts refused to budge from the 
letter of the law. They declared unconstitutional acts to shorten 
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the hours of labor or to protect workmen against obvious hazards 
— insisting that these laws deprived individuals of their inalienable 
right to work where and when they pleased. By the same reasoning 
they granted injunctions to employers in labor disputes and sanc- 
tioned the use of thugs to break up strikes. 

Big business enjoyed these privileges until the early 1930’s, when 
the severe economic depression gave rise to the New Deal. The elec- 
tion of Franklin D. Roosevelt on a liberal platform transferred the 
government of the country to a body of key men — many of whom 
had grown up under Thorstein Veblen — who knew that the laissez- 
faire policy had become completely anachronistic in an age of vast 
technological and electronic development. It was painfully obvious 
to them that the individual urban workman, entirely dependent 
upon his job for his livelihood, was not the equal of the wealthy 
corporation and must be shielded from exploitation and unemploy- 
ment; that the small investor and the poor farmer were alike in 
need of protection from Wall Street and from Main Street respec- 
tively. To bring our basic law up to date — that is, to rectify exist- 
ing inequalities — the Roosevelt administration had Congress en- 
act a number of statutes that, taken together, amount to a social 
Magna Carta. Workmen and farmers were the chief beneficiaries. 
The National Labor Relations Act not only permitted employees 
to organize as they wished but also protected them against unfair 
practices on the part of their employers. What this meant in effect 
was that the government ceased favoring capital and looked benevo- 
lently upon labor. Shrewd union officials, finding the American Fed- 
eration of Labor unwilling and unwieldy, quickly formed the Com- 
mittee on Industrial Organizations (later changed to Congress of 
Industrial Organizations) for the purpose of unionizing the work- 
ers in the mass-production industries. Employing such spectacular 
methods as the “ sit-down ” strike and mass picketing, labor organ- 
izers soon enrolled millions of members into the new CIO unions. 
Before long there was considerable general improvement in both 
w&ge rates and working conditions. By the end of World War II 
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more than fourteen million union members, conscious of their im- 
portant part in the amazing rise in production, were determined to 
get their full share of the nation’s augmented income. 

The wave of large-scale strikes that spread over the country early 
in 1946 gave employer groups the opportunity to appeal to an in- 
convenienced and bewildered public against the unions. Many 
newspapers and radio commentators attacked organized labor as a 
menace to “ the American way of life.” Ignoring the claims of union 
leaders that their demand for higher wages was merely an attempt 
to meet the increased cost of living, the spokesmen for business or- 
ganizations maintained that labor had become too powerful for the 
good of the country and that the remedy was new legislation that 
would in effect repeal the National Labor Relations Act. This skill- 
ful propaganda and the inept efforts of the government negotiators 
combined to make labor appear selfish and arbitrary. The coal and 
railroad strikes, affecting the daily lives of the entire people, finally 
enabled the enemies of labor to persuade President Truman to turn 
against the unions. 

Conservative union officials such as William Green and John L. 
Lewis, while continuing to think in terms of “ pure and simple ” 
trade unionism and refusing to entertain political gestures in the 
manner of such progressive Labor spokesmen as Philip Murray, 
Walter Reuther, and Harry Bridges, found themselves fighting back 
with the same spirit of aggressiveness. All of them, while differing 
greatly in their labor ideology, manifested a radical temper in their 
opposition to antilabor attacks. They and many liberals met this 
challenge with all the resources at their command. No longer, as 
in the past, few in number and without influence, they stood their 
ground with strength and determination. They addressed the mem- 
bers of Congress in the name of millions of voters. Their three po- 
litical organizations — the CIO Political Action Committee, the 
National Citizens Political Action Committee, and the Independ- 
ent Citizens Committee of the Arts, Sciences, and Professions — 
co-ordinated their activities for greater effectiveness. Their strategy 
was not merely to hold their gains but to strike out for still greater 
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democracy in industry, for increased liberalism in government, and 
for more intelligent leadership in world affairs. 

The outcome is fairly obvious. Labor is on the defensive and by 
no means so strong as its opponents insist. But in its favor are the 
positive trends in social and industrial development. There is no 
going back: science and invention impel us ever forward; and the 
problems they originate require fresh methods of treatment. The 
complexity of modern industrialism, requiring large concentration 
of workers and a completely urban mode of existence, has given or- 
ganized labor a tremendous potential power; the operation of any 
major industry has become so essential to the life of the nation that 
no government can permit its interruption. As a consequence the 
doctrines of “ free enterprise ” and 44 rugged individualism ” have 
gone the way of human slavery and the horse and buggy. It was 
well enough, for instance, for the government to serve as a silent 
partner of the railroads in the strike of 1878, when trains were not 
yet the basic arteries of the nation's lifeblood; the same attitude on 
the part of the Cleveland administration in 1894 brought forth the 
Altgeld-Bryan rebellion; to act similarly in 1946 would invite chaos 
or revolution. In a highly technological society, social planning and 
control are both necessary and unavoidable. President Truman's pro- 
posal to draft strikers and force them to work was a desperate meas- 
ure and was as regressive as it would be Unworkable. And even that 
formula is based on government operation of the affected indus- 
tries — which is not at all what the corporations want. 

An examination of the problem of capital-labor relations leads, 
willy-nilly, to the following alternatives: either big business will be 
intelligent enough to concede the loss of its special privileges and 
seek a satisfactory working arrangement with labor — and this seems 
at present highly unlikely — or, on the failure of industrial peace, 
the government will be forced to take over and operate the basic in- 
dustries —as Great Britain, France, and other countries are com- 
pelled to do by the logic of unavoidable events. Whether the latter 
solution will lead to state socialism, a modified fascism, or a lib- 
eralized communism is for the future to determine. 
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Socialist movement, 474; see also 
Socialism, Communism 
Socialist party, 453 f., 458 f., 462, 

495 f - 

Socialist split, 451 f., 460 f., 474 f., 
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